
Emergence in marketing: an institutional and ecosystem framework

Stephen L. Vargo1
& Linda Peters2 & Hans Kjellberg3

& Kaisa Koskela-Huotari3 & Suvi Nenonen3
& Francesco Polese4

&

Debora Sarno5
& Claudia Vaughan1

# The Author(s) 2022

Abstract
Many core marketing concepts (e.g., markets, relationships, customer experience, brand meaning, value) concern phenomena
that are difficult to understand using linear and dyadic approaches, because they are emergent. That is, they arise, often
unpredictably, from interactions within complex and dynamic contexts. This paper contributes to the marketing discipline
through an explication of the concept of emergence as it applies to marketing theory. We accomplish this by first drawing on
the existing literature on emergence in philosophy, sociology, and the theory of complex adaptive systems, and then link and
extend this understanding tomarketing using the theoretical framework of service-dominant (S-D) logic, particularly as enhanced
by its service-ecosystems and institutionalization perspectives. Our work recognizes both emergence and institutionalization as
integral or interrelated processes in the creation, maintenance, and disruption of markets and marketing phenomena.We conclude
by discussing implications for marketing research and practice.
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Introduction

There is a fundamental shift taking place in academic mar-
keting, away from understanding markets and other
marketing-related phenomena in terms of strictly determin-
istic properties and generally predictable relationships, as
has often been implied by the traditional marketing litera-
ture. At least in part, this has been necessitated by the

increasingly distributed nature of markets and value crea-
tion in today’s progressively more globalized economy.
The shift is toward understanding markets as complex
adaptive systems (e.g., Polese et al., 2017; Vargo Lusch,
2017) and thus marketing phenomena as relational and dy-
namic (Hunt & Madhavaram, 2020; Zhang & Chang,
2021). Direct calls for this systemic understanding can be
found in Barile et al. (2016), Giesler and Fischer (2017),
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Rand and Rust (2011), Vargo and Lusch (2011, 2016,
2017), and Wilkinson and Young (2013) to name a few.

It is also implied in dynamic conceptualizations of markets,
market development and marketing actions, as addressed in
research streams, such asmarket shaping (e.g., Nenonen et al.,
2019), effectuation theory (e.g., Sarasvathy, 2009), and con-
sumer culture theory (e.g., Arnould & Thompson, 2005),
among others. Arguably, this shift has been accelerated in
recent years by the increasing general acceptance in academic
marketing of value, as well as related marketing outcomes, as
being dynamically cocreated (Bolton, 2020), rather than firm
created and delivered.

One of the most fundamental insights accompanying this
systemic orientation is an understanding of an essential char-
acteristic of all complex systems: emergence (Goldstein,
2011; Ladyman & Wiesner, 2020), broadly, new, novel,
and/or unanticipated outcomes resulting from dynamic
relationships of system’s elements (Clayton, 2006). It can be
seen in the improved living standards afforded by the increas-
ingly distributed nature of value cocreation, as well as associ-
ated, but unanticipated consequences, such as globalized
“supply chain” problems. Likewise, it can be seen in both
problems brought on by the unanticipated influence of
marketing-related activities on ecological sustainability, such
as the impact of paper bag use on deforestation; as well as the
often-unintended consequences of solutions that are anticipat-
ed to be more sustainable, such as the clogging of oceans by
the plastic bags intended to assist in forest preservation.

Allusions to emergence have been ubiquitous in the market-
ing literature for some time. Examples include the development
of new markets (e.g., Dewald & Truffer, 2011; Ehret, 2013;
Hietanen & Rokka, 2015; Martin & Schouten, 2014), new in-
dustries (e.g., Jacobides, 2005; Lusch et al., 2016; Malerba &
Orsenigo, 1996), market innovation (e.g., Kjellberg et al., 2015;
Sprong et al., 2021), dominant designs (e.g., Srinivasan et al.,
2006), new market categories (e.g., Durand & Khaire, 2017) as
well as the transformation of service systems (e.g., Skålén et al.,
2015). However, the use of the term has, most often, been
casual, intended to denote a phenomenon that has recently de-
veloped or evolved, such as the “emergence of corporate envi-
ronmentalism” (Menon & Menon, 1997) or the “emergence of
service marketing thought” (Brown et al., 1994).

Here, we adopt a more precise conceptualization of emer-
gence, grounded in systems thinking, as a phenomenon that
arises from the relationships among existing system’s ele-
ments but that is qualitatively different from and irreducible
to them (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Deacon, 2006). Understanding
emergence is critical to marketing because, as we will argue,
markets are themselves emergent phenomena, as are most, if
not all, central marketing-related outcomes—e.g., value, ex-
perience, satisfaction, brand meaning.

There are a few examples of more rigorous investigations
of emergence within marketing, most notably Peters (2016)

who defined resource integration in terms of emergence,
Taillard et al. (2016) who used the concept of emergence to
illustrate how service ecosystems are formed, and Rand and
Rust (2011) who proposed the use of agent-based modeling as
a more appropriate methodological tool for the illumination of
emergence marketing research (see also Fujita et al., 2018).
However, to date, research in academic marketing is lacking a
more detailed explication and integration of the concept and
process of emergence as they relate to marketing phenomena.
Partially, this might be because, until relatively recently, mar-
keting has not had a sufficiently accepted, indigenous, market
and system-oriented framework comprising the essential ele-
ments for explicating and elaborating emergent phenomena.
With the recent evolution of the service-dominant (S-D)
logic’s institutional and ecosystems perspective (e.g., Vargo
& Lusch, 2016), we believe that there now is one.

Thus, our intention is to use the S-D logic framework,
informed by literature on emergence from philosophy, sociol-
ogy, and the theory of complex adaptive systems, to contrib-
ute to the marketing discipline through an explication of the
concept of emergence as it applies to marketing by providing
an initial, broad, conceptual framework, as well as a more
detailed and dynamic model of emergence as a market-
related process. In addition to its origination in the marketing
literature, and its systemic and processual orientation, S-D
logic’s (1) value-cocreation-through-resource-integration and
service-for-service exchange in service ecosystems perspec-
tive and (2) incorporation of institutional processes, coupled
with its (3) multi-level perspective and (4) foundational use of
complex adaptive systems theory, provide the necessary the-
oretical framework and conceptual narrative for a market- and
marketing-centered conceptualization of emergence. It has al-
so been used foundationally in several studies of emergence in
marketing (e.g., Peters, 2016; Peters et al., 2020; Polese et al.,
2021; Taillard et al., 2016) and its conceptual and processual
framework is reconcilable with the conceptualization of emer-
gence in other literatures. Additionally, S-D logic’s
metatheoretical level of abstraction is applicable to all levels
of aggregation (e.g., firm-customer, communities, industries,
societies: Vargo & Lusch, 2017) and generalizable to various
marketing contexts. Its ability to accommodate diverse mar-
keting phenomena is evidenced by its application across es-
sentially all sub-disciplines of marketing, as well as many
disciplines outside of marketing (Vargo & Lusch, 2017).

This paper proceeds as follows. First, we define and clarify
the concept of emergence by drawing on a multi-disciplinary
literature review. We then examine why the concept of emer-
gence is relevant, if not essential to theorizing about marketing
phenomena and use the S-D logic framework as the scaffold-
ing to explicate emergence in markets. Using this framework,
we then develop a dynamic model of emergence applicable to
marketing phenomena. Finally, we discuss the implications of
our work for research and practice in marketing.
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The concept of emergence

Emergence has been studied in a broad range of academic
domains and related disciplines. Although there is a lexicon
common to all of these, each also has its own, nuanced lexi-
con. A brief overview and reconciliation of these domains and
lexicons and the lexicon of our proposed framework (last col-
umn) is provided in Table 1, with key terms defined in the
Appendix. The purpose of the table is two-fold: (1) to align the
concepts of the various systemic- (including S-D logic) and
emergence-related literatures, and (2) to further inform the S-
D logic framework, used foundationally here to link the con-
cept of emergence with marketing.

Emergence has also been studied in varied contexts, to
explore wide-ranging research questions. For example, biolo-
gists have sought to explain how life emerges from inanimate
matter (e.g., Morowitz, 2002; Rothschild, 2006). Sociologists
have studied how personal identity (e.g., Smith, 2010) and
social structures (e.g., Abbott, 1995; Sawyer, 2009) are fun-
damentally emergent properties. Anthropologists have ana-
lyzed how humans influence the emergent properties of sys-
tems (e.g., Deacon, 2006). In the systems literature, re-
searchers have addressed how emergent properties affect sys-
tems (e.g., Checkland, 1999); how a holistic approach can
enhance our understanding of systems (e.g., Corning, 2002);
and how different structures of constituent elements can give
rise to emergent properties (e.g., Senge, 2001). In short, the

study of emergence is extensive in scope, across both the
“natural” and “social” sciences.

As noted, there is a relatively consistent conceptualization
of emergence as the process through which a new whole results
from the interactive combination of constituent elements, for
which the properties of the whole cannot be explained by the
properties of the constituent elements alone (Broad, 1925;
Capra & Luisi, 2014; Deacon, 2006). In short, the emergent
whole is more than the sum of its parts. Here we use the term
emergent property to denote what emerges—the resulting en-
tities, structures, concepts, qualities, capacities, or mechanisms
generated through emergent processes (Bhaskar, 1975)—with-
out making assumptions about its nature or constitution. The
classical example is the wetness of water, a property not pres-
ent in either hydrogen or oxygen, from which it is formed.
Closer to marketing, an example would be the emergence of
brand culture from the interaction of firms, customers, and
others.

Emergence: Aspects and issues

There are a number of contentious issues in the emergence
literature. Here we will briefly introduce two of the most foun-
dational ones: (1) whether emergence is a fundamentally on-
tological or epistemological phenomenon or whether there are
two distinct types of emergence, and (2) the legitimacy of the
concepts of “upward causation” and “downward causation.”

Table 1 Conceptual reconciliation of theoretical frameworks and te\rms

S-D Logic Literature Emergence Literature Complex Adaptive 
Systems Literature Institutional Literature Updated S-D Logic 

Model/Framework
Perceived Value (outcome) System viability / 

survivability
Service ecosystem viability

Value (co)creation (process) Adaptation Adaptive behavior/ 

Autopoiesis

Goal-directed behavior Adaptation/Value 
(co)creation

Actors (resource-integrating & 
service exchanging)

Basal elements Constituent Elements Humans Actors

Service exchange Interaction Interaction Interaction Service 
exchange/Interaction

Institutions Tangible and intangible 

structures

Memory or internal 

structure

Regulative, normative, 

and cultural-cognitive 

elements

Institutional 
structure/memory

Institutional arrangements Structure Structure Assemblages of related 

institutions
Institutional arrangements

Institutionalization Conditioning Lock-in Habituation, 

Institutionalization
Institutionalization/lock-in

Feedback Amplification Positive and negative 

feedback

Feedback dynamics Feedback/amplification

Service ecosystem System Complex adaptive system Social system Service ecosystem

Emergence Emergence Emergence Proto-institutions Emergence/Orders of 
emergence
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We do this to clarify the position taken in this article, rather
than for the purpose of conducting a deep exploration of the
issues.

The question of ontological versus epistemological emer-
gence is essentially concerned with whether emergent properties
are truly novel and unpredictable or whether their existence, at
least in principle, could be reduced to the constituent elements
and some set of fundamental laws and therefore predicted, pro-
vided we had sufficient knowledge and information (Alexander,
1920). Epistemological emergence implies a reductionist expla-
nation, in which emergent properties are novel only at the level
of description and understanding (Silberstein, 2006). In other
words, it is our lack of knowledge of them that causes them to
appear to be new—for instance, the idea that chemical phenom-
ena could be fully explained by the laws of physics, though at
present we might not fully know how to do that. This implies, in
turn, that the causal capacities—the ability to influence other
elements or systems—of an emergent element can be wholly
determined by the intrinsic properties of the system from which
they emerged (Clayton, 2006). Pure epistemological interpreta-
tions of many human and social phenomena have been particu-
larly problematic. For example, the difficulty of explaining the
phenomenon of consciousness, based solely on physiological
processes (Bedau, 2008; Chalmers, 2006; Clayton, 2006; Ellis,
2006; McLaughlin, 2008), has been noted as far back as
Aristotle. Likewise, academic marketing would be hard-
pressed to offer a comprehensive explanation of customer be-
havior based solely on a psychological stimulus-response
model.

Conversely, ontological emergence implies that emergent
properties are, in fact, truly novel and not reducible to the
intrinsic properties of the constituent elements of the systems
fromwhich they emerge because “… complex systems are too
complex to be explained by reductionistic practices”
(Kauffman, 2007, p. 907). It follows that ontological
emergentists see emergent phenomena to be causally
empowered (Clayton, 2006; Goldstein, 1999)—capable of
acting on and interacting with other elements—beyond what
is directly attributable to the elements of the systems from
which they emerged. Thus, emergent phenomena can interact
with the other constituent elements of the system from which
they emerged. This relational interaction condition is a funda-
mental principle of ontological views of emergence
(DeLanda, 2006).

It is also possible to view epistemological and ontological
emergence as separate types, related to phenomena in systems
with different degrees of complexity. That is, there might be
both weak (or epistemological) and strong (or ontological)
emergence (Capra & Luisi, 2014; Kaufman and Clayton,
2006). We generally assent to this orientation but maintain
that, at least in relation to the complex systems which are of
interest in academic marketing, ontological emergence should
be assumed. First, this is because it is unrealistic to expect that

we can conceptualize, measure and compute all of the vari-
ables needed to be able to predict the outcome of all possible
inter-relationships that might account for emergent properties
in complex marketing systems (Davies, 2006), even if in prin-
ciple that were possible. Second, it is hard to imagine that a
phenomenon, such as an instance of customer experience,
could be reduced to contextual and physiological variables
alone. Finally, the very act of observing complex systems
for the purpose of predicting future states changes the nature
of the future state (Deacon, 2006; Ellis, 2006; Goldstein,
1999; Goldstein, 2000). Therefore, attempts at prediction lead
to indeterminacy.

Emergence is also often characterized by the two related
processes of upward and downward causation. Upward
causation, or supervenience (Silberstein & McGeeve, 1999),
means that the emergent, higher-order properties depend on
(emerge from) the properties and interactions of their lower
order constituent elements (McLaughlin, 2008). This implies
different levels of organization in which wholes at one level
(i.e., customers) function as parts at the next (and at all higher)
levels (e.g., brand community/culture) (Wimsatt, 1994). In the
emergence literature, the notion of dependence of higher-
order emergent properties on their lower order constituent
elements (i.e., supervenience) is relatively unproblematic.

Downward causation concerns the emergent property act-
ing back upon its constituent elements (Davies, 2006) and this
relationship has been considered more problematic because
both the bottom-up and top-down causal explanations would
then compete with each other (Davies, 2006). That is, the
higher-level organization would both cause and be caused
by the lower level–e.g., culture caused by and causing the
individual customers’ behaviors. However, if upward and
downward “levels” are understood as levels of complexity
within a single system, with parts and wholes mutually con-
stitutive, and if “downward” is understood metaphorically
(i.e., such “levels” are analytical perspectives only), the mul-
tiple causal explanations no longer compete with each other.
This is the approach taken by Silberstein (2006, p. 204), who
advocates the notion of systemic causation, based on related-
ness and complexity because, “The universe is not ordered as
a hierarchy of closed autonomous levels such as atoms, mol-
ecules, cells, and the like. Rather, the universe is intrinsically
nested and entangled.” As Capra and Luisi (2014, p. 68) sim-
ilarly state, “in nature there is no ‘above’ and ‘below.’” We
concur with these views and propose the interdependent,
nested, and overlapping service-ecosystems perspective of
S-D logic (as discussed in the next section) as a means of
avoiding this problematic conceptualization.

It is important to note that emergence is a systemic phe-
nomenon and critical to the self-organizing processes charac-
teristic of all complex adaptive systems (Corning, 2002;
Ladyman & Wiesner, 2020). That is, it is a vital part of the
process of adaptation; it is the interplay between emergent
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phenomena and system structure that provide the adaptive, or
self-adjusting, capabilities for these complex adaptive sys-
tems. In social systems, these structures are usually captured
as institutions or institutional arrangements (sometimes called
“institutional logics”), the essential role of which is increas-
ingly becoming accepted and understood in academic market-
ing (e.g., Dolbec & Fischer, 2015; Humphreys, 2010; Vargo
& Lusch, 2016). Self-organization (also referred to as
autopoiesis, Ladyman & Wiesner, 2020; Merali & Allen,
2011) also involves positive and negative feedback (Arthur,
2015; Deacon, 2006), as will be discussed in a later section.

Complex adaptive systems can be seen at various levels of
scale, such as molecular, cellular, organ, and bodily systems in
biological systems; or customers and firms, “industries” and
markets, and general social systems in marketing systems. It is
also important to emphasize that emergent properties are not just
outcomes of the systems fromwhich they emerge; they become
essential constituents in the functioning of the new whole.

Furthermore, the impact of emergent properties is not re-
stricted to the system fromwhich they emerged. They become
what Kauffman (1996) calls the adjacent possible—new struc-
tural elements that can also be appropriated by other systems.
This process is known as exaptation (Dew et al., 2004), the co-
opting of an element with a role in a system for a role (similar
or different) in another system. For example, in technological
innovation, the exaptation of electrical charges in natural sys-
tems takes place when it is applied to lighting and
communication technology. Arthur (2009) essentially argues
that all technological advancement occurs through this pro-
cess of exaptation, which he calls combinatorial evolution—
fundamentally, newness always emerges from what is. In the
following sections, we further explore the concept, process,
and implications of emergence in the context of markets and
marketing. To do this, we use an S-D logic theoretical
framework.

Advancing emergence in marketing
through service-dominant logic

As noted, marketing has been increasingly moving from a one-
way, “value-chain” orientation to an interactive, systems orien-
tation. It is a shift with a beginning dating back at least as far as
Alderson (1957, 1965), Fisk (1967), Dixon (1967, 1984), and
Layton (e.g., 1985), resulting in markets being re-
conceptualized as “complex social networks of individuals and
groups linked through shared participation in the creation and
delivery of economic value through exchange” (Layton, 2011,
p. 3030). More recently, El-Ansary et al. (2018) have identified
this overall systems orientation as the marketing systems
paradigm, a “fourth paradigm,” following more “traditional,”
“micro-focused,” and “boundary expansion” paradigms.

This shift has been both motivated and supported by the
reconceptualization of value as an outcome of a cocreation
process, rather than a quality embedded in a product
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Vargo & Lusch, 2004,
2008) – a reconceptualization that has now become pervasive
(Bolton, 2020; Kotler et al., 2021). The common implication
of these shifts, whether explicitly acknowledged or not, is that
the focal phenomena of marketing cannot be understood lin-
early and deterministically, as implied by more traditional
marketing conceptualizations, but must be seen as arising
from interactive relationships and therefore as emergent.

Drawing on “complexity” to characterize marketing sys-
tems is increasingly common in marketing research, which
often explicitly adopts complexity theory, the study of com-
plex adaptive systems, as its systems-thinking foundation. In
short, markets and marketing systems are increasingly recog-
nized and characterized as complex adaptive systems (Barile
& Polese, 2010; Gummesson, 2006; Holbrook, 2003; Rand
et al., 2018; Vargo & Lusch, 2016, Wilkinson & Young,
2005). The same can also be said of the various social systems
(e.g., healthcare, technology), in which marketing plays a re-
ciprocal role, such as economic systems. For example, in con-
trasting a complexity view of the economy with traditional
views, Arthur (2015, p. 94) makes three important points:
first; “economic functionality is both constrained and carried
by networks defined by recurring patterns of interaction
among agents;” second, “economic action is structured by
emergent social roles and by social ly supported
procedures—that is, by institutions,” and third; “economic
entities have a recursive structure: they are themselves com-
prised of entities …. [where] reciprocal causation operates
between different levels of organization….” As noted, not
only is emergence a characteristic of complex adaptive sys-
tems; it is a vital part of the process of adaptation (Ladyman&
Wiesner, 2020).

Emergence is particularly evident, explicitly or implicitly,
whenever research accentuates either the positive aspects of
marketing activities through novelty and innovation or when it
highlights negative aspects related to marketing conditions,
such as unpredictability, uncertainty, and risk. As noted,
emergence is regularly acknowledged in the marketing litera-
ture in relation to a full range of marketing-related phenomena
(e.g., innovation, customer experience, service, value, brand
meaning), though in most cases rather casually. More gener-
ally, we argue that all core marketing phenomena (e.g., value,
brand meaning, exchange conventions, etc.) are outcomes of
dynamic, interactive processes that are fundamentally emer-
gent in nature.

S-D logic (e.g., Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2008, 2016)
is a theoretical framework especially suitable for expli-
cating the concept of emergence in marketing, as well
as for exploring its overall process. We make this claim
because, in addition to the reasons cited in the
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introduction, S-D logic is (1) indigenous to marketing
(Hunt, 2020) and (2) represents a synthesis of the on-
going reorientations in marketing discussed above,
among others. It is also relatively widely accepted. For
example, Bolton (2020) claims “…the majority of mar-
keting scholars (some without knowing it) have adopted
the theoretical tenets of SDL, with its expansive view of
the aggregate marketing system.” Similarly, Kotler et al.
(2021) have recently argued that S-D logic “is the
‘grand theory’ of marketing” which underscores its
metatheoretical perspective. Being metatheoretical, S-D
logic is widely applicable to all kinds of market and
marketing-related phenomena in varied contexts (Vargo
& Lusch, 2017).

Even though widely applicable, S-D logic is relative-
ly simple. Foundationally, it consists of a small number
of concepts, most of which are established in 5 axioms
(see Table 2). The key terms are (for more detailed
definitions, see the Appendix):

& Actors: entities that can integrate resources and engage in
service-for-service exchange.

& Service: the process of an actor using its resources for
another’s benefit.

& Value: a change, positive or negative, in the viability or
well-being of a system.

& Institutional arrangements : sets of interrelated
institutions—coordinating mechanisms (e.g., rules,

norms, symbols, etc.)—that enable and constrain value-
cocreating actions.

Taken together, these concepts provide the conceptual
structure for understanding emergence in relation to
marketing phenomena, as well as for elaborating the
process. Service-for-service exchange (Axiom 1) pro-
vides the essential interactions in value creation. The
cocreated origins of value (Axiom 2) imply a network
or systemic structure. Resource integration (Axiom 3)
identifies the activity that affords service-for-service ex-
change and also reinforces the network/system orienta-
tion. The identification of value as phenomenological,
or experiential (Axiom 4), implies that the central out-
come of interest is emergent in nature. Finally, institu-
tional arrangements are the actor-generated, emergent
structures that facilitate value cocreation through service
and resource-integration activities that result in addition-
al emergent phenomena (Axiom 5). In short, S-D logic
provides a narrative of actors engaging in value
cocreation by integrating resources and exchanging ser-
vice, facilitated by emergent, endogenously generated
institutions and institutional arrangements, through
which nested and overlapping service ecosystems
emerge that, in turn, provide the context for additional,
emergent iterations of value cocreation—arguably, the
essential focus of markets and marketing.

Table 2 Relationship between
S-D logic and emergence S-D logic Emergence

Axiom 1:

Service is the fundamental basis of exchange.

Service-for-service exchange provides the essential
interactions required for emergence.

Axiom 2:

Value is cocreated by multiple actors, always
including the beneficiary.

The multifaceted and interactional nature of value
cocreation implies that it is a systemic phenomenon
and thus, emergent.

Axiom 3:

All social and economic actors are resource
integrators.

Actors participate in the systemic process of creating
new resources through the integration (interaction) of
existing resources, implying that resources are
emergent.

Axiom 4:

Value is always uniquely and phenomenologically
determined by the beneficiary.

Value is a holistic, experiential outcome of complex
interactions within the context of a given system, and
thus always emergent.

Axiom 5:

Value co-creation is coordinated through
actor-generated institutions and institutional
arrangements.

Institutions emerge from the interactions between actors
and provide both the context and building blocks for
further interactions and emergence.

Service ecosystem, self-adjustment Self-adjustment or self-organization is a basic
characteristic of service ecosystems, which implies
emergent phenomena.

Service-ecosystem levels Levels of aggregation are useful for
analytical/epistemological purposes by revealing
emergent patterns and structures within service
ecosystems.
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Importantly, as used in S-D logic, actor is a generic term.
This is specifically intended to convey an understanding that
all systemic actors are fundamentally doing the same things:
facilitating the creation of value (for themselves and others)
through resource integration and service exchange, even
though they are heterogeneous in their specific actions
(Vargo & Lusch, 2011). More generally, the actor-to-actor
(A2A) orientation does not privilege humans—that is, it ac-
knowledges that things can have agency (Vargo & Lusch,
2017)—thus recognizing social systems as sociomaterial.

In S-D logic, the focal sociomaterial system is referred
to as a service ecosystem, defined as a relatively self-
contained, self-adjusting system of resource-integrating
actors connected by shared institutional arrangements
and mutual value creation through service exchange
(Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 11). Such service ecosystems
are nested and overlapping and, at least for analytical
(epistemological, as opposed to ontological) purposes, of-
ten studied at different levels of aggregation—such as mi-
cro (e.g., individual), meso (e.g., markets, communities,
industries) and macro (e.g., societal) levels (Chandler &
Vargo, 2011). Institutions are the endogenously generated
building blocks of such systems (Vargo & Lusch, 2016;
see also Ostrom, 2005). This means that institutions—as
emergent properties and as context for other emergent
properties (Vargo & Lusch, 2014)—are a necessary com-
plement for understanding how marketing phenomena
such as the operation of markets and the behavior of actors
develop over time. Hence, combining emergence with S-D
logic’s previous insights regarding institutionalization af-
fords an understanding of how self-adjusting service eco-
systems can develop from ad hoc resource integration and
service-for-service exchange.

Marketing is particularly interested in a subset of these
nested and overlapping service ecosystems, namely markets.
The adaptability and sustainability of these systems require
emergence (Ladyman & Wiesner, 2020), usually captured
by terms like “innovation,” “novelty,” and “serendipity.”
But these emergent properties are initially just potential re-
sources for contributing to adaptability; they acquire their
resourceness through institutionalization and integrationwith
other resources (Lusch & Vargo, 2014). In the process, they
modify the systems of which they are constituent, which can
have both positive and negative effects on the systems and
their subsystems. The modified systems also interact with oth-
er systems, including those within which they are nested. In
short, emergence begets emergence, as part of a never-ending,
dynamic process resulting, necessarily, in ever-increasing
levels of complexity (West, 2017).

Studying emergence in these dynamic and increasingly
complex contexts requires a greater level of conceptual preci-
sion regarding the process of emergence than is currently
available. Here, complexity theory tells us that emergent

patterns tend to repeat at various levels of scale—that is, that
they are fractal. Similarly, S-D logic emphasizes that patterns
can be observed at various levels of aggregation by zooming
in and zooming out (Chandler & Vargo, 2011). This implies
the possibility of a conceptualization of the process of emer-
gence that is generalizable to all marketing phenomena, and
an understanding of how—together with processes of
institutionalization—emergence can lead to increasingly com-
plex systems, such as markets. Such a conceptualization, in
turn, might make it possible to better capitalize on and facili-
tate these processes for the purpose of market innovation and
the mitigation of negative impact. It is to this conceptual task
that we now turn using the framework of S-D logic.

The process of emergence in service
ecosystems: Four orders

To advance our understanding of the process of emergence in
markets and marketing, we propose a dynamic process model,
visualized in Fig. 1. While the model is intended to be isomor-
phic with the process of emergence in general, we focus on its
application in the context of resource-integrating actors en-
gaging in service-for-service exchange to cocreate value.
The model identifies four orders of emergence (i.e., classes
of emergent phenomena; Deacon, 2006) within service eco-
systems. These orders constitute a typology of emergent phe-
nomena differentiated by the nature and extent of feedback
between the constituent elements (i.e., interacting actors and
resources) and the emergent properties, which is illustrated by
an increasing number of links between the two in Fig. 1. The
orders account for different dynamics that all contribute to
emergent outcomes in service ecosystems. Importantly, the
orders should not be thought of as different phases of emer-
gence, since each lower order of emergence is subsumed into,
yet remains in operation, at the next order. In other words, the
model is additive and grounded in S-D logic’s insight that,
while higher orders of system functioning differ in complexity
from their lower order constituents, the underlying dynamics
co-exist within the overall process of emergence.

The model also acknowledges that what emerges in one
order becomes a potential constituent element in the next or-
der as well as in other emergence processes through
exaptation (Dew et al., 2004, see the dashed input/output ar-
rows in Fig. 1). We stress potential, as there is no guarantee
that properties emerging at one order will become significant
constituents of more complex systems. Finally, it is also im-
portant to note that while the starting point for studying emer-
gent phenomena is arbitrary, it necessarily begins in a context
consisting of outcomes of previous emergence and institutio-
nalization processes.

Figure 1 also indicates how the orders of emergence inter-
play with the parallel process of institutionalization,
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highlighting their complementarity within the metatheoretical
framework of S-D logic. In short, we show how emergence and
institutionalization are co-constitutive processes in the creation,
maintenance, or disruption of complex service ecosystems
(e.g., markets). We illustrate our discussion with running exam-
ples from the emergence of the local transportation service eco-
system in New York from the 1630s to the present day.

First-order emergence

First-order emergence accounts for the appearance of novel
outcomes from ad-hoc resource integration and service
exchange. This is illustrated in Fig. 1 by the single upward
arrow. Here, ad-hoc resource integration and service exchange
generate the essential interactions between actors and re-
sources from which novel outcomes can emerge. First-order
emergence, thus, operates through supervenience; the emer-
gent outcome depends on, but differs from, the constituent
elements (McLaughlin, 2008; Silberstein & McGeeve,
1999). At the heart of our model, then, is the basic logic of
combinatorial evolution (Arthur, 2009). While the same out-
come may re-emerge if the actors, resources, and interactions
are the same, there is no additional mechanism to sustain
regularity; what emerges may therefore be ephemeral and lack
continuity or stability (Sawyer & Sawyer, 2005). By itself,
then, first-order emergence is not capable of generating
higher-level, complex structures (Ellis, 2006; Martin &

Sunley, 2012). For this reason, we simply refer to what
emerges at the first-order as novel outcomes.

One example of a novel outcome arising from resource
integration and service exchange would be the farmer,
Cornelius Dircksen, who in the 1630’s agreed on an ad-hoc
basis to use his small skiff to take passengers across the East
River in New York in exchange for shells (Bowery Boys
History, 2015; Valentine, 1853). It should be noted that the
same emergent property could be realized in several ways
using different combinations of resources and interactions
(Sawyer, 2005). In our example, “transportation over water”
could come about in ways other than “Dircksen using his
small skiff in exchange for shells,” such as acquiring and
using your own vessel or building a bridge. Each of these
would draw upon different resources and resource integration
processes to co-create value.

The novel outcomes of first-order emergence critically in-
clude value—i.e., a change (positive or negative) in the viabil-
ity of a focal system (Vargo & Lusch, 2014)—but also
resourceness of resources. More generally, the interactions
required for ad hoc resource integration and service exchange
allow actors to cocreate novel outcomes, which may form the
basis for repeated value co-creation. As such, the outcomes of
first order emergence can be seen as what is sometimes re-
ferred to as “bilateral understandings” in classical works on
the origins of institutions (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1967)
and are therefore possible predecessors of institutions, subject
to the parallel process of institutionalization.

Inputs from prior 
emergence 
processes

Novel outcomes Patterns
Service ecosystem 

properties
Envisioned service 

ecosystem properties

Emergent 
properties

First-order 
emergence

Second-order 
emergence

Third-order 
emergence

Fourth-order 
emergence

Related institutional 
processes

Interaction generates 
bilateral 

understandings

Habitual patterns and 
proto-institutions form 

through repetition

Actions are guided by 
and reproduce taken-
for-granted institutions

Interactions 
between actors and 

resources

+ + +

Purposive work to 
create, maintain, and 
change institutions

Persistance of internal 
structures allow pattern 

recognition

Actor aware of eco-
system properties and its 

role in producing them

Ad-hoc 
resource integration 

and service-for-
service exchange

Recurrent 
resource integration 

and service-for-
service exchange

Reactively 
reproduced

resource integration 
and service-for-

service exchange 

resource integration 
and service-for-

service exchange 

Inputs into new 
emergence 
processes

Fig. 1 Four orders of emergence. The main upward and downward
arrows represent the interaction between existing constituent elements
(actors and resources) and emergent properties that leads to increasingly

complex interrelationships. The interrelationships formed at each order
are subsumed into subsequent orders
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In summary, first-order emergence accounts for how novel
outcomes that depend on, but differ from (i.e., supervene on),
the properties and interactions of their constituent elements
might arise from ad-hoc resource integration. These outcomes
may be either ephemeral or repeated. In accordance with S-D
logic, the model posits that novelty is generated through the
service-exchange-enabled interactions, rather than through the
actions of individual actors or system elements.

Second-order emergence

Second-order emergence introduces a potential for greater
regularity as the emergent property acts back on (interacts
with) its constitutive elements (Goldstein, 1999, 2000). This
is illustrated in Fig. 1 by the addition of a downward arrow,
reflecting feedback (positive or negative) between the novel
outcomes and the resource integration and service exchange
that brought them forth in the first place. First-order outcomes
(e.g., value-creating activities) thus become part of the context
in which actors engage in additional resource integration and
service exchange. This closes a feedback loop that enables and
constrains how emergent properties reoccur, allowing for pat-
terns of actor behavior to emerge that make interactions more
ordered (Fromm, 2005; Martin & Sunley, 2012). The result is
a form of self-organization through which some first-order
outcomes are repeated while others are not.

It is important to stress that first-order emergence is sub-
sumed into second-order emergence. Taken together,
supervenience at the first-order and feedback at the second-
order of emergence close a causal loop between the actors and
the emergent property, which affords systemic causation
(Silberstein, 2006). This creates a qualitatively different
source of variation based on the unpredictable dynamics of
positive and negative feedbacks (Arthur, 1999), which may
either reinforce or weaken first-order emergent properties.
This allows for the emergence of endogenously generated,
recurrent patterns of resource integration and service ex-
change that are self-reinforcing (Martin & Sunley, 2012).
Continuing our example, after some time as an ad hoc ferrier,
Dircksen would allegedly drop whatever other chores he was
doing when a prospective passenger sounded a horn he had
hung in a nearby tree. Here, first-order emergent outcomes
came to coordinate further interactions, encouraging iteration
(MacIntosh & MacLean, 1999) and the emergence of sponta-
neous order (cf. Lansing, 2003) through feedback.

Feedback, then, allows for the formation and diffusion of
patterns in a service ecosystem. In our example, since an
increasing number of people engaged in service-for-service
exchanges of “transportation over water for shells” with
Dircksen, he decided in 1642 to undertake ferrying
fulltime. This led to the identification of Dircksen as the
first New York ferryman and with that (“brand”) identity
came expectations about his behavior. Through iteration,

then, common practices are established that can “… endow
participants with cultural capital, produce a repertoire for
insider sharing, generate consumption opportunities,
evince brand community vitality, and create value”
(Schau et al., 2009, p. 30). As part of the process of insti-
tutionalization, such a pattern would correspond to what
Lawrence et al. (2002, p. 7) refer to as a proto-institution—
a narrowly diffused and weakly entrenched “institution in
the making.” That pattern may develop into a full-fledged
institution (Vargo & Lusch, 2016), but this is not a given;
the properties that result from first- and second-order emer-
gence may either support further institutionalization by re-
ducing variation or disrupt institutionalization by generat-
ing novelty through alternative outcomes. In our example,
Dircksen was successful, but the services offered by other
ferrymen who followed his lead proved unreliable, unsafe,
and expensive (Bowery Boys History, 2015).

In summary, second-order emergence explains how actor
behavior can endogenously generate durable patterns of re-
source integration and service-for-service exchange that
might start to institutionalize (that is, become rules, norms,
beliefs, etc.), as indicated in S-D logic (e.g., Vargo & Lusch,
2016). The way actors interact with each other and with the
resulting emergent outcomes can generate and reinforce pat-
terns of resource integration and service exchange that result
in specific outcomes. As such, second-order emergence also
offers an account of how fledgling service ecosystems (mar-
kets, marketing channels, brand communities, service plat-
forms, etc.) may emerge among multiple actors engaging in
service-for-service exchange.

Third-order emergence

In systems capable of third-order emergence, actors are able
to reproduce their resource integration and service exchange
based on emergent patterns. Such actors exhibit a persistence
of internal structures or a type of memory (Ladyman et al.,
2013; Martin & Sunley, 2012, see the zoomed-in actor illus-
tration at third-order in Fig. 1) that enables pattern recognition.
This in turn allows emergent patterns to be reproduced, which
is illustrated in Fig. 1 by the addition of a second upward
arrow. Driving this reproduction is the anticipation of conse-
quences of specific interactions (Holland, 1992) and the re-
sulting value creation (Barile & Polese, 2010).

As before, the operation of first-order and second-order
emergence is subsumed into third-order emergence. The
third-order adds the possibility of second-order emergent pat-
terns (e.g., value, resourceness) being recognized as such and
reproduced by the actors (Ellis, 2006; Martin & Sunley, 2012;
Vargo et al., 2020). While third-order emergence is character-
ized by pattern recognition and goal-directed behavior (Ellis,
2006), this behavior is reactive only. The patterns of resource
integration and service exchange that endure are thus
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contingent on the nature of the system and its components
(Cuff et al., 2007; Kauffman, 1996, 2007). For example, in
1654 the city of New York reacted to the noted problems
associated with the increase in providers of ferry services by
issuing licenses to ferry operators. This placed specific re-
quirements on the operators, thus standardizing practices
within the fledgling industry and contributing to their
institutionalization.

The interplay between third-order emergence and the pro-
cess of institutionalization can generate fully-fledged
institutions that coordinate value cocreation. The critical step
is the possibility of internalization of emergent structures,
which can generate hyper-recurrent behavior (Deacon, 2006).
This, in turn, makes those structures appear as “…given, unal-
terable and self-evident” parts of an external reality (Berger &
Luckmann, 1967 p. 59), or in short, as institutionalized service-
ecosystem properties (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). For example, by
the 1800s the stabilized patterns of ferry transportation in and
around New York were perceived as an external and given
market by entrepreneurs like Cornelius Vanderbilt. To better
compete in this market, they incrementally adjusted their oper-
ations by investing in new boats and ferry-technologies (e.g.,
horse-powered, steam-powered, and double-screw ferryboats).
However, all such improvements essentially reproduced the
institutionalized solution of ferry transportation.

The internal reproduction of system structure makes resource
integration and value co-creation more predictable (Vargo &
Lusch, 2016). The combined effect over time of third-order
emergence and institutionalization is a growing number of insti-
tutional arrangements supporting pattern reproduction over alter-
native behavior (Vargo et al., 2020). That is, because of the
performative effects of institutional arrangements, actions be-
come quasi-predictable (Lusch & Vargo, 2014; Vargo, 2018).
With third-order emergence, then, we get the full S-D logic nar-
rative of actors engaging in value cocreation by integrating re-
sources and exchanging service facilitated by endogenously gen-
erated institutions and institutional arrangements.

But the third order also introduces a new source of novelty
compared to previous orders. It allows actors to (de)select
specific actions based on emergent properties, which may in-
duce further (yet unintended) changes in the system. Such
adjustments can reinforce existing patterns. For instance, the
gradual introduction of ferry services to other destinations
around New York from the 1650s onwards established ferry-
ing as a commonly accepted solution for transportation over
water. But they can also weaken existing patterns. For in-
stance, a toll on ferrying introduced by the British when they
took control over the city in 1664 led to a dramatic decline in
regular ferry services as people reverted to private ride-sharing
and other ad hoc solutions.

In summary, third-order emergence supports institutionali-
zation of value cocreation by allowing reproduction of ob-
served patterns, but also generates imperfections and

unintended consequences in the reproduction of such patterns.
Taken together, the first three orders of emergence and the
interrelated institutionalization process are enough to account
for many marketing-related phenomena, including the forma-
tion of markets, the generation and diffusion of innovations,
market orientation, the creation of brands, the reactive response
to competitors’ pricing, etc. However, to fully account for the
complexity of such phenomena, requires a fourth order of
emergence.

Fourth-order emergence

Out of the infinite number of possible outcomes of the first
three orders of emergence, systems may emerge that are ca-
pable of intentionality beyond reproduction (Deacon, 2006).
To accommodate such systems, we propose a fourth order of
emergence at which (some) actors reflexively shape resource
integration and service exchange to influence service-
ecosystem properties. This is illustrated by the addition of a
second downward arrow in Fig. 1, which completes a second
causal loop so that emergent service-ecosystem properties can
form the basis for, and be the subject of, intentional action.
This requires actors with the capacity to envision how their
interactions with others affect service-ecosystem properties
(Ellis, 2006). Both the emergence literature and S-D logic
recognize this characteristic as reflexivity (Ellis, 2006;
Kjellberg, 2019; Martin & Sunley, 2012).

In our model, reflexivity denotes actors’ awareness not
only of service-ecosystem properties but also of their own role
in producing such properties (see the zoomed-in actor illustra-
tion at fourth-order in Fig. 1). Such awareness typically results
from a combination of human and non-human elements in a
service ecosystem (cf. Barile et al., 2018). The resulting re-
flexivity allows actors to intentionally shape their interactions
with others to change (or maintain) service-ecosystem prop-
erties, or in short, engage in service-ecosystem design (Vink
et al., 2021). For example, in an attempt to address faltering
ferry services around 1700, the city of New York decided in
1708 to grant a charter to one ferry operator giving it the
privilege to operate ferries across the East River. This was a
drastic intentional effort of one actor to modify the service
ecosystem by placing all service provision under the control
of a single provider.

As before, the lower orders of emergence are subsumed
into the fourth-order emergence. In addition, the outcomes,
patterns, and service-ecosystem properties that emerge
from the first three orders and that generate observable
regularities across many marketing phenomena (e.g., the
operation of markets, consumer behavior, pricing, advertis-
ing) become subject to intentional shaping. This introduces
a new dynamic as a result of reflexive actors engaging in
parallel but different efforts to change or maintain service-
ecosystem properties (Martin & Sunley, 2012). In our
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historical example, there are competing intentional efforts
to shape the transportation service ecosystem based on al-
ternative envisioned designs, such as the construction of
railroad bridges across and tunnels under the East and
Hudson Rivers. Such reflexive shaping may also elicit di-
rect defensive responses from those who seek to preserve
the existing system. In the case of the ferry operators in and
around New York, many were in fact acquired by the grow-
ing railroad companies, who for a time operated both kinds
of services. If we fast forward to present time, the reactions
of taxi operators to the disruptions caused by Uber and
other ride-sharing platforms are an explicit example of such
direct defensive responses. As a result, the changes in the
service ecosystem at fourth-order supervene on both
aligned and conflicting shaping and non-shaping efforts
by multiple actors (Vink et al., 2021).

The interrelation between fourth-order emergence and in-
stitutionalization is based on the ability of actors to engage in
“… conscious effort[s] to transform situations by challenging
existing institutions” (Kjellberg, 2019, p. 469). Fourth-order
emergence thus provides the necessary conditions for what
Lawrence et al. (2011) term institutional work—the purpose-
ful creation, maintenance, and disruption of institutions. This
is nicely exemplified by how Uber disrupted taxi service pro-
vision by removing the need for professional drivers and
changing the relationship between drivers and riders by
allowing them to interact directly. However, Uber also main-
tained existing market institutions such as payment per dis-
tance traveled, rating of drivers and riders, and electronic pay-
ment systems (Vargo et al., 2020). The overall effect on a
service ecosystem thus results from complex interrelations
between the outcomes of lower orders of emergence (e.g.,
novel outcomes, recurrent patterns, service-ecosystem proper-
ties and/or institutions) and parallel reflexive shaping.

In summary, fourth-order emergence results from actors
reflexively engaging in interactions with others to intentional-
ly change (or maintain) service-ecosystem properties. Besides
being subject to the dynamics of all lower orders of emer-
gence, service ecosystems that exhibit fourth-order emergence
are characterized by supervenience of multiple parallel design
efforts. Fourth-order emergence thus adds a critical proactive
component to our model, aligning it with S-D logic and its
insistence on the primacy of effectual processes over predic-
tive processes (Vargo & Lusch, 2014, p. 243).

Discussion and implications

We maintain that understanding emergence is critical to mar-
keting because markets are themselves emergent phenomena,
as are most, if not all, central marketing-related outcomes. Our
aim has been to contribute to the marketing discipline by de-
veloping a more precise conceptualization of emergence—as

it relates to marketing—that accounts for novel and/or unan-
ticipated outcomes that arise from existing marketing phe-
nomena but are irreducible to them. By combining theoretical
insights from the literatures on emergence, complex adaptive
systems, and institutionalization, we show how a theory cur-
rently adopted in marketing—S-D logic—is able to explicate
the concept of emergence in marketing through a broad theo-
retical framework and amore detailed dynamic process-model
based on this framework. Our process model conceptualizes
four orders of emergence based on the extent of feedback
between the interactions of system elements (e.g., actors and
resources) and the outcomes of their interactions (e.g., value-
creating activities, service-ecosystem properties). We argue
that this model is capable of accounting for the infinite number
of properties that can emerge from resource integration and
service exchange, including institutions and institutional ar-
rangements, the formation and change of service ecosystems,
and the strategic shaping of such systems. By recognizing the
interplay between emergence and institutionalization at each
order, the model helps explain why, despite their emergent
nature, some marketing phenomena can be rather predictable
at times. By being based on the metatheoretical framework of
S-D logic, the model is capable of integrating insights from a
wide range of research streams. Together with the parallel and
interdependent process of institutionalization, the model con-
tributes to the understanding of how massive, value co-
creation systems (e.g., markets) can develop from foundation-
al processes of resource integration and service-for-service
exchange.

In the previous section, we emphasized that each order of
emergence introduces a new source of novelty that is directly
attributable to the nature and extent of feedback between parts
and whole. As sources of novelty, all orders of emergence have a
dual character: on the one hand, they constitute engines of inno-
vation, change and potential value; on the other, they are sources
of uncertainty, unpredictability, and risk. This dual character is
central to the implications of embracing emergence in research
and marketing practice alike. In the following sections, these
implications are discussed, especially as they relate to innovation
and uncertainty. They are also highlighted in Table 3.

Implications for marketing scholarship

As conceptualized above, emergence applies (though is not lim-
ited) to all situations in which resource integrating actors engage
in service-for-service exchange. In other words, emergence per-
meates essentially all marketing contexts and phenomena. By
identifying four distinct orders of emergence that pertain to such
settings the conceptualization offered here allows for amore fine-
grained analysis of specific instances of emergence in marketing.
Below, we discuss some implications for marketing scholarship
related to innovation and uncertainty. These implications cut
across essentially all marketing concepts.
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Emergence and innovation The emergence of novel outcomes
in a system is intimately linked to creativity and innovation.
Emergence emphasizes that innovation is not simply a
bottom-up result of a creative individual actor, which is sub-
sequently diffused in a wider population (Vargo et al., 2020).
Instead, novelty is always co-created; it emerges from and is
strengthened by interactions between system elements. We
see at least three areas where our model can contribute to
further develop research on innovation in marketing.

First, the “process vs. outcome” or “verb vs. noun” dichot-
omy is prevalent in both innovation (e.g., Garud et al., 2013)
and strategy (e.g., Cummings & Daellenbach, 2009) research.
By explicitly linking system elements and their interactions,
and recognizing the interplay between emergence and institu-
tionalization in the generation of novelty, we seek to reconcile
these two facets of innovation. A novel outcome resulting
from first-order emergence is typically ephemeral pending
the emergence of additional supportive elements, such as the
development of shared understandings. At second-order such
outcomes may be subject to positive feedback leading to re-
peated instances of the same outcome, which may then trigger
actor adaptations that further stabilize service-exchange (third-
order emergence). However, none of these are a given. The
process of emergence is genuinely unpredictable and effectual
in that it is not driven by predetermined goals or formalized
plans of action, but involves continuous learning in response
to changes in the environment (Sarasvathy, 2009).

Second, the model, along with the broader theoretical
framework, can enrich research on disruptive innovation
(Christensen, 1997) by providing a more fine-grained account
of how such innovations may arise and succeed. Combining
emergence and institutionalization allows us to account for the
process through which an emergent technology can gain a
foothold in a market niche, how marketing related adaptations
can reinforce and further entrench it, making alternatives in-
creasingly unthinkable and gradually leading to the recogni-
tion of a novel service ecosystem by the involved actors. But
the model can also be used to study how challenges linked to
disruptive innovations differ across the orders of emergence.
Indeed, the very notion of strategic disruptive innovation
emerges only with the fourth order, in which the disruptive
scope of an alternative service ecosystem can be perceived by
at least some actors, notably those who seek to promote or
resist such a change. This is typically not the case at lower
orders of emergence, in which disruption is a constant possi-
bility but primarily recognizable in hindsight.

Third, the model, in conjunction with the broader, S-D logic
grounded framework offers tools for simultaneously address-
ing innovation at different levels of aggregation. The innova-
tion literature tends to focus on discrete innovations at specific
levels, such as the product or production technology, the firm-
specific business model, or the business ecosystem. Few stud-
ies “zoom in” or “zoom out” from this focal level to explore its

relations to lower or higher levels of aggregation (Nicolini,
2009; Wieland et al., 2018). Our model explicitly recognizes
the interdependence of novelty generation at different levels.
For instance, whereas fourth-order emergence draws attention
to novel outcomes from purposive attempts to shape markets
or service ecosystems (Nenonen et al., 2019; Vink et al., 2021),
our model emphasizes that such attempts are also subject to
emergence at all lower orders. For instance, the intentional
transformation of markets is also subject to adjustments made
by other actors (third-order), positive and negative feedbacks
that may support or disrupt them (second-order), and the con-
stant emergence of novel outcomes from everyday service-for-
service exchange (first-order). Therefore, a major research task
ahead is to probe how different orders of emergence interact
with each other and with institutionalization as part of innova-
tion processes in service ecosystems.

Emergence and uncertainty The marketing management lit-
erature has tended to see predictability as the general case
and unpredictability as the exception in contexts relevant
to marketing. Embracing emergence implies a reversal
making unpredictability the general case and predictabili-
ty, to the extent that it exists at all, an exception (cf. Read
et al., 2009). Here, we offer a robust platform for contem-
porary marketing scholarship, providing a general process
model and broader framework and common terminology
without shoehorning inherently uncertain phenomena into
deterministic and predictive models. For example, current
technological developments related to artificial intelli-
gence algorithms (cf. Rust, 2020) will dramatically in-
crease the number of actors interacting in service ecosys-
tems, which in turn multiplies opportunities for first-order
emergence. Hence, as such algorithms become more wide-
spread among marketers (e.g., sales and marketing auto-
mation) and customers (e.g., procurement automation and
virtual personal assistants) predictability is reduced at all
levels of aggregation (e.g., firm, sector, nation-state). In
addition to such developments, “exogeneous” shocks—
emergent at other system levels—such as climate change,
geopolitical instability, and pandemics introduce addi-
tional uncertainties into existing service ecosystems
(Polese et al., 2021).

By recognizing the interplay between emergence and insti-
tutionalization our model also accounts for those special cases
where marketing phenomena become quasi-predictable. The
increasing number of feedback mechanisms between
resource-integrating actors and the emergent outcomes that
result from their interactions across the four orders of emer-
gence supports iterative and recursive feedback loops that can
foster regularity and routinization. At the same time, the logic
of emergence continually threatens to disrupt such regulari-
ties. The proposed model thus not only allows us to better
appreciate the limits of our predictions but also improves our
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understanding of the sources of uncertainty at play through the
four orders of emergence. This, in turn, suggests an inversion
of the relative importance of different types of research ques-
tions in marketing. Drawing from the development of entre-
preneurship research (Stevenson & Jarillo, 1990; Van Burg &
Romme, 2014), we propose that future marketing research
needs to address “how” questions (often answered by narra-
tive and actionable knowledge) rather than “why” or “what”
questions that presume stable causalities.

In addition to these implications for academic marketing
research in general, this explanation of emergence also con-
tributes significantly to the further development of S-D logic.
S-D logic scholars (e.g., Vargo& Lusch, 2017) have, for some
time, embraced and emphasized its importance but, except for
the few studies mentioned, have not explored it extensively.
This work more fully explicates the concept of emergence
through an S-D logic framework and elaborates its role in
the process of value cocreation. For example, of particular
note is the interplay between emergence and institutionaliza-
tion, concepts that have mostly been treated separately in S-D
logic. It also points toward a fuller understanding of resource
integration as an emergent, rather than a summative, process.

Implications for marketing practice

Embracing emergence and recognizing its interrelations with
institutionalization have significant implications for marketing
practice. Arguably, none is more fundamental than the need
for actors in service ecosystems (marketers, customers, poli-
cymakers, etc.) to adopt a drastically different stance regard-
ing certainty and uncertainty in their planning and strategiz-
ing. The entrepreneurship literature has usefully argued for the
combined use of causal and effectual logics in organizational
decision-making. Effectual decision-making allows decision-
makers to respond flexibly to changes in their operating envi-
ronments while causal logic allows them to stay focused and
enact strategic plans when regularities permit (Matalamäki,
2017). As we argued above, the latter kind of quasi-
predictability is likely to become an even rarer case, given
ongoing technological, environmental, social, and political
developments and the exponential opportunities for novel out-
comes they trigger across all orders of emergence. Hence, the
future of marketing is likely to be less rather than more pre-
dictable, making an entrepreneurial approach to marketing the
general case and managerial approaches applicable only under
increasingly rare instances of quasi-predictability (Koskela-
Huotari & Vargo, 2018; Vargo & Lusch, 2014).

This shift to a more entrepreneurial approach to marketing,
underpinned by emergence, has four implications for market-
ing practice. First, the interrelations between emergence and
institutionalization imply that managers should consider effec-
tuation (Read et al., 2009) as the primary approach for over-
seeing and strategizing organizational activities. In practice,

this requires letting go (to a certain extent) of managerial con-
trol and knowledge. For example, managers may need to al-
low swift action by their teams in specific task environments
even if the underlying processes are not fully understood. In
parallel, managers need to control for the possible downside
risks and constraints by continually assessing possible chang-
es at each order of emergence. In situations in which institu-
tionalization provides quasi-predictability, traditional market-
ing management approaches, such as segmenting, targeting,
and positioning may still be used, at least as short-run tactics.
As a complement, managers should strive to develop an in-
depth understanding of the goals of the value-cocreating ac-
tors, as this will improve their ability to identify possible ad-
aptations in the service ecosystem. Awareness of the specific
conditions for emergence at each order and the current levels
of institutionalization within the service ecosystem allows
managers to navigate quasi-predictable and unpredictable
service-ecosystem characteristics and use appropriate tools
and practices. The key question becomes: how does one
achieve awareness of the current level of unpredictability?
This requires continually gauging the relative importance of
each order of emergence in generating novelty, given the sta-
bilizing effect of institutionalization. This will help managers
create context-specific indicators to determine whether to opt
for nonpredictive or traditional marketing strategies or tactics.

Second, managers should rethink and expand environmen-
tal scanning. Emergence requires managers to cover both the
“verbs” and the “nouns”-that is, both processes and outcomes.
Recognizing and making sense of emergence also necessitates
engaging the organization at large in environmental scanning
to foster an ability to oscillate between different levels of
aggregation (Chandler & Vargo, 2011). This is because emer-
gence cannot be fully understood by only focusing on the
emergent outcomes or processes at a particular order.
Rather, it is important to consider outcomes at all four orders
of emergence, from ad hoc service exchanges to explicit at-
tempts at ecosystem redesign. Much of environmental scan-
ning today focuses on aggregating occurrences at the micro-
level (e.g., customer preferences) into macro-level patterns
(trends). However, emergence does not follow the logic of
aggregation, in which summative effects alone can explain
more complex phenomena. Instead, novel properties (e.g.,
macro-level trends) that emerge from the interactions between
system elements (e.g., micro-level customer preferences) must
also be strengthened or stabilized by subsequent interactions
between system elements (i.e., meso level institutionalization)
in order to endure. Environmental scanning should therefore
strive to link developments at all four orders of emergence.
This will include zooming in on micro-level interactions and
zooming out to macro-level context, and connecting these to
meso-level organization. Here, the meso level (market, service
ecosystem, etc.) should be both the starting point and focus of
analysis, as both micro- and macro-level changes and impacts
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emanate from the meso level (Arthur, 2015). As the relevant
meso level is actor-specific, environmental scanning should
be conducted-or at least coordinated-by the focal organization.
External agencies and experts can be used to provide specific
insights, but the core of the environmental scanning should
not be outsourced. For many organizations this may require
re-organizing and investing more resource in strategic market
and marketing research.

Third, and related, organizations need to capitalize on emer-
gence in relation to innovation. As emergence is always “on,” no
managerial effort is needed to initiate or foster it. However, tra-
ditional business processes and organizational structures are ill-
equipped to capitalize on the fact that innovations may result
from all four orders of emergence. Thus, managers need to ex-
pand their definitions of innovation to include not only new
technology but also, e.g., patterns of resource-integration and
service exchange, business models (Wieland et al., 2017),
service-ecosystem and market properties (Nenonen et al., 2019,
Vargo et al., 2015). Given that emergence is non-linear, man-
agers should also move from time-bound (i.e., annual or quarter-
ly) to continual processes related to strategy, innovation, and
business planning – or else the organization runs the risk of being
too slow to recognize emergent changes. In practice this could
mean moving from annual marketing plans to issues-based mar-
keting strategies. In a similar vein, transitioning to self-organizing
teams or otherwise allowing employees high levels of autonomy
creates an organization that is better able to deal with change
arising at different orders of emergence. However, to be capable
of constructively questioning the current status quo of a service
ecosystem and envisioning alternative states (fourth-order
emergence) requires a vantage point not always available to
task-specific teams, especially if these follow functional organi-
zational silos. To fully capitalize on emergence, then, firms need
self-organizing teams that span different functions over, for ex-
ample, the marketing-sales interface or the marketing-R&D in-
terface. Indeed, such teams should not follow current organiza-
tional boundaries, which likely reflect previously emergent and
institutionalized solutions. Instead, they should involve an ex-
panded network of innovation partners, as implied by concepts
such as open innovation, innovation networks or ecosystems.
Emergence increases the importance of these notions further,
but with a twist: rather than trying to manage suitable innovation
partners, firms should encourage others to come to them as “self-
selected” innovation companions.

Fourth, the interrelated nature of emergence and insti-
tutionalization also has implications for meso-level policy
initiatives (by firms and authorities alike). In particular,
policymakers should recognize that this relationship cre-
ates potential tensions for any policy initiative. While in-
stitutions (formal and informal), such as laws, regulations,
norms, are necessary for service-ecosystem viability, pol-
icymakers must understand that despite however “good”
an institution is, emergence is omnipresent. Indeed, the

successful creation of an institution also generates new
opportunities for emergence at all four orders. It intro-
duces a new resource that can be creatively combined
with existing ones to generate novel outcomes (first-or-
der). It establishes a new conduit for positive or negative
feedback that can reinforce or weaken existing patterns of
service exchange (second-order). It leads some actors to
adjust their current behavior to ensure specific outcomes,
which in turn can generate new and unforeseen conse-
quences for the system as a whole (third-order). Finally,
it can trigger resistance and concerted efforts by (groups
of) concerned actors to explicitly design alternatives
(fourth-order). Thus, it is usually just a matter of time
before new emergent outcomes come into conflict with
existing institutions. This is especially true of rigidly con-
structed institutions. The implication is that policy initia-
tives should strive to establish codified institutions that
allow flexible adjustment over time and in changing con-
texts. This echoes Callon’s (2009) proposal that a well-
functioning market is one capable of taking care of its
own overflows. To improve the resilience of service eco-
systems at any scale in the face of severe disruption, it is
paramount to ensure processes and structures that allow
flexible and responsive adjustment of institutions.

Conclusion

To paraphrase what Venkatesh et al. (2006) said about mar-
kets, emergence is everywhere and nowhere in marketing.
That is, everyone uses the term, but the underlying concept
has received very little scholarly attention. Yet, as we have
indicated, if markets are understood as complex adaptive sys-
tems (e.g., service ecosystems), emergent phenomena are at
the very core of their functioning. By extension, these emer-
gent phenomena (and the underlying processes) become the
critical subject matter in the study of markets and marketing.
Arguably, they are the same core phenomena academic mar-
keting has been studying through the course of its existence—
for example, value, brand meaning, customer experience, etc.
What is new here is the suggestion that a systemic perspective,
in which emergence is central, sheds new light on the under-
standing of, and thus the managerial approach to, these core
marketing phenomena and related processes.

To approach this perspective-shifting, we have invoked the
theoretical framework of S-D logic, which not only is indige-
nous (to marketing) but also is accommodative of institutional
theory, the theory of complex adaptive systems, and the con-
cept of emergence. The purpose has not been a comprehensive
treatment but rather to facilitate the nascent extension of mar-
keting theory through the incorporation of emergence theory.
We encourage other marketing scholars from varied research
streams to contribute to the endeavor.
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Appendix

Glossary of terms

Term Definition Source

Actor In service-dominant logic the term refers to any
entity capable of acting in the cocreation of
value, either positively or negatively valanced. It
was originally intended overcome problems with
preassigned designations of “producers” and
“consumers.” More generally, it is consistent
with the use of the term in actor-network theory
(ANT), which seeks to redress the common
subject-object divide in the treatment of social
systems, in which humans do all the acting, by
allowing humans and non-humans equal initial
weight as actors.

Science & Technology Studies (Latour, 2005)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &

Lusch, 2004, 2011, 2014)

Adaptation The process of change or alteration through
feedback in a system, which is guided by the
routines that support system viability.

Biological Anthropology (Deacon, 2006)
Applied Mathematics and Physics (Ellis, 2006)

Adjacent possible The formation of stable patterns from all the ways
in which the present can reinvent itself, subject to
both the existing limits and the creative potential
afforded by change and innovation.

Systems Theory (Kauffman, 1996, 2007)

Base (or basal) elements Elements of a system/network that form the basis
for emergence processes.

Philosophy of Science (Broad, 1925)

Complex adaptive systems (CAS) Dynamic, open systems that are capable of
exhibiting self-organizing and self-adapting
behaviors, through feedback. CAS thinking is
implied by dynamic conceptualizations of
markets, market development and marketing
actions and is central to the service-dominant
logic understanding of value co-creation.

Systems theory (Barile & Polese, 2010)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &

Lusch, 2011, 2016, 2017)

Complexity theory The interdisciplinary science that focuses on
questions related to complex adaptive systems
(CASs). It examines the relationship between
unpredictability and order as a result of feedback
and amplification.

Systems theory and economics (Goldstein,
1999, 2000)

Constitutive absence The pull of yet unrealized possibility (i.e., function
in biology and purposive action in psychology)
which serves as an organizer of thermodynamic
processes.

Biological Anthropology (Deacon, 2006)

Downward causation The controversial term given to actions of an
emergent property back upon its constituent
elements. See also Systemic Causation.

Philosophy of science/physics (Davies, 2006)

Effectual processes Processes that allow for new and less stable features
to be introduced into a system through iterative
institutional work.

Marketing (Sarasvathy, 2009)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &

Lusch, 2014)

Emergence The process of constituting a new entity with its
own particular characteristics through the
interactive combination of other, different
entities that are necessary to create the new entity
but that do not contain the characteristics present
in the new entity. The emergent whole is more
than the sum of its constituent parts.

Philosophy of science (Broad, 1925)
Philosophy of science (Bhaskar, 1975)
Sociology (Smith, 2010)

Emergent properties The entities, structures, totalities, concepts,
qualities, capacities, textures, mechanisms, etc.
generated through emergent processes.

Epistemological emergence The idea that emergent properties are reducible, and
novel only at the level of description, thus

British emergentist school (Alexander, 1920)
Philosophy of science (Silberstein, 2006)
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(continued)

Term Definition Source

appearing to be new simply because of our
limited knowledge of them.

Institutions/ institutionalization Resilient social structures composed of
cultural-cognitive, normative, and regulative
elements that help provide stability and meaning
to social life. Institutions and institutional
arrangements are central in service-dominant
logic, which defines them as humanly devised
coordinating mechanisms (e.g., rules, norms,
symbols, etc.), that enable and constrain
value-cocreating actions within and across
service ecosystems.

Sociology (Scott, 2014)
Sociology (Kerckhoff, 1995)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &

Lusch, 2016)

Institutional arrangements Sets/assemblages of interrelated institutions that
connect and coordinate actors.

Institutional work The purposeful creation, maintenance, or disruption
of institutions.

Strategic management (Lawrence et al., 2011)

Ontological Emergence The view that emergent properties are irreducible
and do not simply provide new explanations of
phenomena but have causal capacities that are
novel and unpredictable and are not reducible to
the intrinsic properties of their constituent parts.

Philosophy (Clayton, 2006)
Systems theory and economics (Goldstein,

1999)

Orders of emergence Classes of emergent phenomena, which are
differentiated by the nature and extent of
feedback between the constituent element(s) and
the emergent property(s).

Biological anthropology (Deacon, 2006)

Proto-institution Institutions in the making through new practices,
technologies and rules which may become new
institutions if they diffuse sufficiently.

Strategic management (Lawrence et al., 2002)

Reductionist Reductionism maintains that any complex
phenomena may be fully explained by simpler or
more fundamental objects and laws. Thus,
complex phenomena are nothing but the
combined effects of simpler fundamentals.

Philosophy (Bedau, 2008)
Philosophy (Chalmers, 2006)
Philosophy (Clayton, 2006)
Applied mathematics and physics (Ellis, 2006)
Philosophy of science (McLaughlin, 2008)

Resources Anything an actor can draw on for support. Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &
Lusch, 2004)

Resource integration The process of amalgamating resources to create
new resources with value-creating potential.

Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &
Lusch, 2004)

Reflexivity The operation of symbolic understanding and the
development of intentionality and self-realizing
potential. The partial awareness of existing
institutional arrangements that acts as a
prerequisite for the intentional shaping of such
institutional arrangements.

Biological anthropology (Deacon, 2006)
Applied mathematics and Physics (Ellis, 2006)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Kjellberg,

2019)
Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vink et al.,

2021)

Regularity A system becoming more ordered and organized
through the recurrent actions of its constituent
elements.

Systems theory (Fromm, 2005)

Service The application of resources for the benefit of
another actor or the actor itself.

Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &
Lusch, 2004)

Service-ecosystem A relatively self-contained, self-adjusting system of
resource-integrating actors connected by shared
institutional arrangements and mutual value
creation through service exchange.

Marketing/service-dominant logic (Vargo &
Akaka, 2012)

Sociomaterial systems A description reflecting a view that the social and
the material aspects of a system are inseparable,
and thus seeks to examine both aspects of
technology and social organization
simultaneously. It draws substantially upon core
concepts found in actor-network theory.

Technology studies (Orlikowski, 2010)
Organizational theory and technology

(Leonardi, 2012)

Supervenience Biological anthropology (Deacon, 2006)
Philosophy of science (McLaughlin, 2008)
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