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[bookmark: _Toc193064772]Introduction
Choosing to lead or follow in the marketplace proves essential for determining how companies develop and reach their profit goals and market standing. When companies launch their solutions first they gain several essential benefits such as becoming recognisable in the market and creating benchmark standards while collecting dedicated early customers (Benveniste et al., 2022). Strategic benefits of initial market entry create multiple serious risks which include expensive investments along with unpredictable market conditions and the chance of business failure (Mahapatra, Das and Narasimhan, 2024). Followers in business launch their products to the market only after pioneers have demonstrated their practices through success and failure experiences. Besides facing market-specific obstacles, followers enjoy an improved industry climate that minimises their exposure to risks. This essay analyses the advantages and disadvantages of being a pioneering and a follower company. It analyses BT (Fibre and 5G), Morrisons (Online Groceries), and John Lewis (Home Technology) as follower company and King (Candy Crush), M Squared Lasers, and Oxford Nanopore Technologies as pioneer company. The analysis shows how companies with various entry statuses gain from strategic positioning to create innovation and competitive success all through the Product Life Cycle (PLC). The paper explores how market entry schedules together with adaptive innovations determine business success within competitive markets over extended periods.


[bookmark: _Toc193064773]The Advantages of Being a Pioneer Company 
Companies that pioneer new markets receive explicit benefits that create their initial competitive position to dominate market sectors and construct lasting brand value. The pioneering strategy implements the First-Mover Advantage (FMA) theory. This theory states that market entry early on provides enduring marketplace supremacy by building technological superiority while managing resources combined with customer retention (Jensen, 2023). King's (Candy Crush) success stories and M Squared Lasers and Oxford Nanopore Technologies demonstrate how these advantages appear in three distinct industrial sectors. The key advantage of pioneering market entry allows businesses to gain consumer loyalty during the initial period when competitors are nonexistent. King became the dominant force in mobile gaming when it released Candy Crush Saga in 2012 as its main game. The game Candy Crush delivered $1.5 billion in annual revenue to King by 2014 while contributing to almost 30% of companywide income (Majone, 2023). Ashley Madison gained early market leadership from its launch allowing it to accumulate 270 million global users each month which built enduring brand visibility and customer loyalty. The dominant market position King achieved through its mobile games allowed for in-app purchase profits and advertised later products in an industry-changing manner. King successfully utilised network effects during its initial market dominance which allowed the value of its games to increase with every additional user thus cementing its market standing against competitors who tried to enter afterwards.
Organisational pioneers establish benchmarks for their sectors along with product specifications which create strong entry barriers against upcoming market players. M Squared Lasers leads the market in developing photonics and quantum laser technology which benefits life sciences along with defence and environmental monitoring applications. M Squared led the market by becoming the first company to launch quantum cascade lasers with associated technical benchmarks of unmatched precision and reliability thus setting requirements for competing technologies. The upcoming decade will see the quantum technologies market expand to $3.5 billion based on influential first-mover companies such as M Squared who defined market perceptions (Avlonitis and Salavou, 2023). The technical standards M Squared establishes enable the company to maintain technological advantage under FMA through which customers choose advanced products from recognised leaders. The advantage to pioneers is having robust intellectual property (IP) rights that build sustainable barriers to competition. Oxford Nanopore Technologies serves as an excellent representation of an organisation leading portable DNA sequencing technology development (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2019). The MinION handheld DNA sequencer launched by Oxford Nanopore Technologies as the first device revolutionised genomic research because it allowed on-site DNA sequencing capabilities. The company successfully secured more than 2,000 patents along with patent applications across the world which granted them a strong dominant IP position but also prevented competitor replication attempts. The company earned £200 million during 2023 following a 20% annual increase in business which researchers and healthcare providers demanded (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2019). The secured exclusivity property of intellectual property additionally elevates a company's strength in negotiating collaboration agreements with other entities.
Pioneers possess unique authority to build reliable relationships with their customers because they entered the market first. The early fulfilment of unmet customer needs helps pioneers create enduring client relationships because they reach the market first. The innovative DNA sequencing devices from Oxford Nanopore serve as essential tools for epidemiological studies and clinical research while proving their value during COVID-19 pandemic genomic surveys across the globe. The devices from Oxford Nanopore played a vital role in generating genomic sequences for over 25% of worldwide SARS-CoV-2 virus strains thus demonstrating the broad adoption of their technology (Seskir and Willoughby, 2024). Companies which implement innovative technologies become difficult to attract away from their position of market dominance because early adopters create high barriers to switching between providers. Although pioneers King and M Squared Lasers and Oxford Nanopore Technologies currently benefit from these advantages their pioneering position remains both expensive and dangerous for their company. The path to product development through research and development requires cautious handling because market risks high expenses and product testing failures lead to major obstacles (Ghobakhloo, 2024). M Squared Lasers faces major financial hurdles in advancing quantum technology because the market adopts new features at a slow rate due to regulatory barriers and technical complexities. King needed to manage user retention alongside competitor threats while Supercell and Zynga released competitor titles to the market. The initial advantage is strong but needs constant improvements to maintain its strength throughout time.
[bookmark: _Toc193064774]The Advantages of Being a Follower Company
Following a pioneer provides three essential strategic qualities through risk reduction in markets together with enhanced product performance and the utilisation of pioneer-created foundations. Being a follower enables an individual to gain valuable knowledge from both refined approaches and avoided shortcomings of pioneering ventures. The market entry of followers occurs following pioneer confirmation which reduces their need to handle uncertainties and risks involved in newly developed markets (Anderson and Zeithaml, 2021). BT (Fibre and 5G) pursued the fibre and 5G telecommunications sector when O2 and Vodafone already created the essential framework for their deployment. BT waited to enter the market because its delay allowed the company to develop better products and network systems by studying early market participant challenges. Followers take advantage of existing market demand which helps them reduce market education expenses. Morrisons joined the online grocery sector behind Tesco and Sainsbury’s which were established primary companies in this market (Lynn, Morone and Paulson, 2022). The established demand for online grocery shopping meant Morrisons did not require large funds to educate its customer base about the benefits of this shopping method. Morrisons should concentrate on enhancing its service delivery by introducing competitive prices while developing new product ranges for customers. Preparing a solid online platform became possible for Morrisons because they avoided paying exorbitant costs associated with market development activities.
Followers gain benefits from existing technologies which allow them to enhance and modify the foundation of an initial product release. New technology development phases tend to be leader responsibilities yet followers succeed by launching mature products that fulfil customer requirements. John Lewis joined the home technology sector only after Currys and Argos had already developed their presence in this market. The superior product knowledge combined with excellent customer service brought by John Lewis enabled the company to deliver customised premium-style home technology shopping (Tetiana, Oleksandr and Valentyna, 2021). John Lewis distinguished itself from competitors by prioritising excellent service along with specialised product assortment. Followers typically start their operations with reduced expenses. Pioneers need to allocate major funds for market promotion together with brand construction and system development that serve to teach consumers about their products and build market interest. Followers enter the market by providing goods after demand has been tested and technologies achieve appropriate refinement (Robinson, Fornell and Sullivan, 2022). The streaming business entry of Sky (Streaming - NOW TV) exploited existing digital content popularity to benefit from the built market pull after the success of Netflix and Amazon Prime. Sky should redirect its resources from educating customers to create a superior content platform and add the most sought-after live programming on its NOW TV streaming service to reach different streaming audience segments. The benefits of being a follower in business are supplemented by several difficulties. The process of distinguishing oneself from others remains difficult for companies operating as followers within competitive business settings (Robinson, Fornell and Sullivan, 2022). The online grocery service from Morrisons required differentiation to compete with Tesco and Sainsbury’s who had already developed solid online platforms. The streaming service Sky had to overcome market differentiation challenges as it operated beneath global competitors such as Netflix and Amazon. Success for followers demands a search for special value propositions which the pioneering companies do not provide.
[bookmark: _Toc193064775]PLC Strategies in the Growth and Maturity Stages 
Long-term competitive advantage depends on an awareness of how companies change their approach during the Product Life Cycle (PLC). Organisations have to maximise positioning, increase operations, and modify products throughout development and maturity if they are relevant in changing markets (Tushman and O’Reilly, 2020). Pioneer and follower firms have various market opportunities and problems, hence their strategic responses differ as well. Emphasising strategic consequences of market entry time, this section analyses how selected companies control PLC development and maturity.

As a fundamental strategic method, the Product Life Cycle (PLC) model enables businesses to structure their marketing actions for changing market demands during different competitive stages. The growth and maturity phases demand specific corporate strategies from companies to maintain competitive advantage because these periods show quick market expansion followed by market saturation (Phillips, Chang and Buzzell, 2021). Various companies that serve as pioneers or followers including King (Candy Crush), BT (Fibre and 5G), Betfair, easyJet, Morrisons (Online Groceries), and John Lewis (Home Technology) must develop specific strategies to succeed in these stages.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Product Life Cycle (PLC) Model highlighting Growth and Maturity stages relevant to strategic analysis of pioneer and follower companies.
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The growth stage compels businesses to execute three core operational elements which consist of enhancing market share and improving their products along with developing customer base numbers. A pioneer company must use this period to maintain their initial leadership position by developing sustainable customer relationships. The creation of aggressive growth strategies including updates and new levels with temporary events became a key element of King's approach to sustain Candy Crush's initial success. The annual financial report of 2022 from King revealed that their growth strategies produced a $1.2 billion revenue stream for Candy Crush as they successfully maintained a global player base which exceeded 240 million monthly active users (Tushman and O’Reilly, 2020). Such statistics reinforce the necessity of consistent content improvement for sustaining user retention and minimising attrition because mobile gaming has a high market speed. During the growth stage, follower companies should seize existing market demand by providing services when pioneers have failed to meet customer needs. BT took advantage of competitor advantages by entering fibre broadband and 5G markets after Vodafone along with other companies developed this technology area. BT dedicated £15 billion to network upgrades which they used to enhance 5G reliability while ensuring 5G coverage reached all areas of the UK before 2025 (Thietart and Vivas, 2019). BT exploited market opportunities through outstanding service quality and speed which enabled the company to gain market share by resolving customer complaints thus proving the effectiveness of follower strategies during growth stage development.
[bookmark: _Toc193064777]Maturity Stage Strategies
Industry maturity leads to saturated marketplaces where growth slows and competition rises. Companies at this level must utilise defence and differentiating measures to be relevant and profitable. Pioneers must constantly create and expand their product line to maintain their lead. Betfair focused on product diversification while its online betting exchange business matured. DraftKings and FanDuel drove Betfair to add live betting, casino games, and mobile platforms to retain users and attract new ones. Betfair gained 16% of the UK online betting market in 2021, with mobile betting transactions exceeding 70% (Ruttan, 2020). EasyJet expanded by adding routes and service appreciation features in the saturated low-cost airline business. Flexible ticketing and additional European routes for leisure and corporate customers helped EasyJet succeed. IATA (2023) reported that EasyJet's maturity stage initiatives increased passenger counts to over 82 million in 2022, surpassing pre-pandemic levels. The mature stage allows companies to differentiate themselves by excellent customer service, innovative methods, and pricing advantages (Tilman et al., 2023). Morrisons attracted customers with fresh product deliveries, Amazon Prime delivery arrangements, and value-based pricing for its online grocery business. As Tesco and Sainsbury's retained market leadership, Morrisons' inventive upgrades increased online sales by 113% in 2021 (Tilman et al., 2023). Even though Morrisons launched online after other big competitors, its appealing discounts helped it gain devoted customers. John Lewis used premium differentiation to compete in mature home technology. Personal client interactions, product expansion, and home consultancy services let John Lewis stay competitive in the luxury market as a premium technology provider. This business model gave John Lewis 12% share ownership in the UK home technology market in 2022, despite industry stagnation.
[bookmark: _Toc193064778]Critical Reflection on PLC Strategies
These situations demonstrate how leaders who innovate in mature stages to prevent obsolescence but followers succeed by differentiating services and costs to confront dominant companies. Businesses within this situation need to adjust according to shifting consumer needs together with developing technology. The rising demand for environmentally sustainable products is pushing both original and later-entering companies to modify their PLC strategies by incorporating ESG factors (Weber and Tarba, 2022). The importance of digital transformation through AI and data analytics continues to grow for both growth and maturity stages because businesses want to improve operations while personalizing customer experiences.


In summary, pioneer and follower companies have to precisely align their approach with demands of development and maturity. By raising service, customer experience, and cost economy, followers want to challenge current businesses. Pioneers give innovation, expansion, and keeping their lead first priority. The PLC performance of a business depends on its ability to predict consumer expectations, foresight of market trends, and provide unique value.







[bookmark: _Toc193064779]Conclusion
The decision between pioneer and follower roles creates strong influences that affect company marketplace strategies and achievement. King together with M Squared Lasers and Oxford Nanopore Technologies earned first-mover advantages which enabled them to become major industry players while creating conditions for upcoming market competition. Infrastructure pioneers face substantial dangers that consist of paying for innovation development and having an unclear marketplace combined with continuous pressure to innovate so they keep their competitive lead position (Witkowski, 2021). BT (Fibre and 5G) and Morrisons (Online Groceries) plus John Lewis (Home Technology) have chosen to enter markets that already show signs of demand thus reducing their entrance difficulties while improving upon existing products and services. Followers minimise market entry costs by entering after demand proves but they need to establish successful differentiation in an established market. To preserve their market position and sustain competitive advantage both pioneers and followers need to adjust their strategies during the growth and maturity stages of the PLC by establishing differentiation while focusing on customer experience and innovation (Phillips, Chang and Buzzell, 2021). Companies can utilise the PLC model to understand how they should handle their growth and maturity phases so they maintain their ability to fulfil consumer needs together with changing market aspects. Every business must remain flexible and attentive because these traits ensure their persistence and extended achievement in markets that grow increasingly competitive.
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