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Upon entering into a market, companies must decide whether to pioneer by being the first company to offer the product or service or to adopt a follower strategy by refining and improving existing models. A pioneer company is an industry leader that breaks new ground in industry setting a standard or becoming the earliest brand in the market and taking advantage of the first mover. This is evidenced by the fact that in the case of Amazon, it revolutionised e-commerce, cloud computing and so forth; Tesla is leading the electric vehicle industry and has solidified its place as number one in technology.
Being a pioneer comes with the high cost of research and development (R&D), uncertain demand, and the risk of being imitated by competitors and improved by them. As people can see, the following companies have an advantage in this. Later in the market, a follower company comes and uses the successes and failures of pioneers. For instance, Samsung improved its smartphone technology following Apple’s and garnered a huge market share. In much the same way, Tesco took its position above competitors like Amazon and Lidl by buying Booker strategically.
This essay studies the merits and demerits of both pioneer and follower strategies, with examples extracted from the real world. It also discusses Product Life Cycle (PLC) strategies which help in sustaining growth in companies either as pioneers or followers and maintaining the competitive advantage in the face of changing market conditions.
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The first mover advantage for a pioneer firm implies that it is the first to enter a market, which means the first to dictate customer choice, building and being the dominant force in the resultant competitive environment, establishing industry standards and building brand awareness.  A pioneer firm is generally the one to set the market expectations and establish good relationships with early adopters when it introduces new products or services before the competition.  Even if breaking new ground in a market would result in amazing benefits, however, there are also risks (Polo, & Rodríguez, 2014).
One of the main benefits of pioneering a product is having the chance to create perceptions and preferences in consumer’s minds. The early entrant can bring in new concepts, fix prices, and build brand loyalty before the competitors come into the scene. Amazon upended e-commerce by making it fun, top-heavy content, personalisation, and quick delivery available to it, and did it without anybody stopping it from doing so. Amazon constantly innovates and expands to areas like cloud computing (Amazon Web Services - AWS), and cemented its hold on more than one industry. Like Tesla, the electric vehicle (EV) market was pioneered by it, as it has differentiated itself through high-performance battery technology, great brand identity and a vast charging network. Hu et al., (2024) have attributed Tesla’s early investments in EV research to its position as the leader in the market and its influence on regulation and consumer adoption.
The fact that being a pioneer makes people another key benefit is that they can get ‘monopoly near hence organisations can gain a monopoly close to a place, lead pricing method and have high entrance hindrances for the future pioneers. As first movers, first movers can have exclusive contracts with suppliers, develop proprietary technology that can be patented, and most critically, innovate technologies that are difficult for latecomers to beat. In the pharmaceutical industry, companies can profit from market exclusivity for many years as generics enter the market; it is only in the final few years that the patent expires, generating true competition where previously companies had (remaining) monopoly power (Denner et al., 2025).
However, this market is risky to pioneer. The high cost of R&D, marketing and infrastructure is one of the most important challenges. There is no guarantee that the market will accept newly developed technology or new products and yet it sometimes requires substantial financial investments. Furthermore, the demand from consumers is unpredictable, and so pioneer companies may be at a loss to establish a long-term basis for their innovations (Bernstein, S.C. n.d.).
The second major risk is that competitors leave the pioneer’s model behind and catch up with the first innovative one. The first movers may not introduce a new product but the latter (followers) may refine, improve, and market a better version based on consumer feedback. This can be seen in any smartphone industry out there. BlackBerry would be the early adopter of mobile communication, introducing secure messaging and business smartphones. However, it was not able to evolve to new consumer tastes, such as screen trends towards touchscreen. This led the initial competitors, Apple and Samsung, to market user-friendly designs and overtake BlackBerry before they pushed it out of the mainstream smartphone market (MarketLine n.d.).
Being a pioneer has enormous benefits from the brand value, technology leadership and pricing power but also comes with big risks and financial costs. Though Amazon and Tesla exemplify the success of using the first mover advantage, history has proven time and again that companies who do not innovate or adapt to the desires of customers will come crashing down too, like BlackBerry. Therefore, continuous innovation, adaptability and strategic decision-making will ultimately determine a company’s ability to maintain its leadership.
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Follower companies fare better than pioneer companies that are exposed to the risks of market uncertainty, high research and development (R&D) costs, and, most of all, irregular consumer demand. This strategic approach enables the follower companies to improve and refine existing products at lower cost and implement them more efficiently thus generating a significant competitive advantage. Reducing risk, following an established market leader means that people will need to deal with brand loyalty issues, and also market saturation.
Key Advantages of Being a Follower
The reduced costs of development are one of the principal reasons for being a follower company. Pioneer companies tend to put a lot of money into innovation, product development, and marketing to persuade consumers to buy the product and start a new market. On the other side, followers of a startup, avoid these initial expenses because they offer easy entrance onto a more mature market, where consumer demand and technology trends have already been laid down. The work of pioneers can serve as a basis for follower companies to fine-tune products rather than inventing the products from scratch (Wunker, 2012).
Samsung stepped market after Apple, rewatching the iPhone touchscreen technology as well as camera features and software system ecosystem. As opposed to developing a new concept, Samsung expanded on what worked, diversified what it produces, and gave consumers a choice of five different smartphones at different price points. Combined with a relatively low risk for outdated technology, such a strategy gave Samsung its place in the comfortable spot of a dominant player in the industry, which has allowed it to compete with Apple with success (MarketLine n.d.).
One major benefit is to improve execution as well as take advantage of market gaps. Launching a new product, especially a new product for which there is no previous history in the company, presents four technical challenges, three production inefficiencies, and two pricing issues which are challenges that are common to most or all of the pioneers in the industry. These challenges can be followed by followers for an analysis and introduce better versions of the same offering improved functionality, reliability and affordability. By adopting this approach, customer satisfaction is improved, and follower companies can speed up their scaling by building a more polished product (Goncharuk, 2014).
Tesco’s acquisition of Booker is a strong example of this strategy, as this was a response to disturbances caused by Amazon and Lidl, as competitors. But e-commerce and discount retailers were seeing avid consumer shopping habits shift and Tesco realised it had to adapt. Rather than attempting to be pioneers in a new retail model, Tesco strategically increased its wholesale and distribution capability through Booker, to stay competitive in the highly volatile retail sector. This move was the epitome of how an effective follower strategy can bolster the company’s market position and minimise the risk of innovation.
Challenges Faced by Follower Companies
As a follower has the advantage, there are several challenges to it. It is difficult to create brand loyalty. In many companies, particularly the pioneers, strong emotional connections are forged with customers, and this makes it difficult for followers to attract and keep loyal customers. This is particularly true of consumers who have already developed trust and attachment to the pioneer brand, and it is even more difficult for those who have already come to know the pioneer brand’s superior product quality, reliability, or exclusivity (MarketLine n.d.).
Moreover, market saturation is also an issue for follower companies. When the follower starts selling in the market, much of the target audience will be hooked up with the pioneer’s products, leaving little headroom for differentiation. In an industry with high entry barriers (i.e., unless there is a compelling value proposition, such as lower prices, better features, etc.), followers may struggle to make up revenue unless they offer superior customer service (Goncharuk, 2014).
There is a classic example of the challenge, which happens to be in the streaming industry, where Netflix was able to set itself as the obvious first mover. The entry of many competitors including Disney+, HBO Max, and Apple TV+, has made it hard for new entrants to gain a substantial market share as Netflix has a strong brand presence, a wider selection of content and a strong customer base Though newer streaming services have their material and exclusive deals, Netflix has still maintained that comparative superiority despite being shipped by newer streaming services.
The money saved by adopting the pioneering companies' trials of the market is also passed along to the follower companies, which saves them on things such as development costs, execution, and risk. In this way they can shorten product cycles such as production, design optimisation and supply chain delivery, ultimately enabling them to better refine products, more efficiently optimise operations and make better use of consumer demand. Companies such as Samsung and Tesco have followed the follower strategy and have been able to leverage the follower strategy to create new products and respond to competitive pressures. While follower companies are faced with competition from brand loyalty and market saturation, they need to overcome to be competitive. The ultimate success of a follower in this context depends on discovering the weakness of pioneer products, providing better alternatives and executing the strategies effectively.
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​The growth and maturity stages of the product life cycle are critical phases when companies often come up with strategic initiatives for the consolidation of their market positions and sustained success. In these stages, pioneer as well as follower companies use different strategies to strengthen competitiveness by adapting to the dynamics of the market.​
Pioneer Strategies
Brand Loyalty and Market Expansion
For early-entry companies, early market entry is used to build strong brand loyalty and explore avenues for expansion. Amazon started as an online bookstore and now serves books as well as cloud computing services through Amazon Web Services (AWS). It also opened new revenue streams; this diversification not only enabled it to keep its market dominance but also reinforced its market dominance. As such, AWS has allowed Amazon to grow by being a scalable and cloud offering to a global clientele, positioning Amazon as a leader in e-commerce and cloud computing (Davis, 1996). ​
Likewise, Tesla diversified into energy solutions apart from electric vehicles. Powerwall is a product that the company offers for residential energy storage and Megapack for large-scale utility projects. Such innovations could appeal to millions of homeowners and big utility companies, supporting Tesla’s expansion plans in this area. 
Technological Leadership and Patents
Pioneers must stay ahead of the competition by staying on top of technological leadership to maintain their technological prowess. The electric car manufacturer, Tesla, remains its biggest investor in research and development and continues to work on bullet-proofing its electric car line with battery tech, autonomous driving, and energy storage. These continuous innovations not only provide the product offering but also industry standards by which competitors cannot match their success (Teece, 2021). ​
AWS has spearheaded related cloud computing innovations when it was a part of Amazon. The company spends money to develop new technologies and services for its cloud, for example, artificial intelligence and machine learning platforms. The commitment to innovation in the technology industry guarantees Amazon will always have the upper hand in a field that is changing so quickly. ​
Follower Strategies
Competitive Pricing and Differentiation
Competitive pricing strategy and product differentiation are what many follower companies use to capture market share as they adopt similar strategies as the industry leader. For instance, Samsung came into the smartphone market after Apple, which itself was a late entrant in the mobile space but jumped through from day one by offering a gamut of smartphones at different price points. Samsung had become an impossible competitor in the smartphone industry by integrating unique features along with catering to diverse consumer preferences (Hooley et al., 2012).
The retail sector has been reeling from the competition of Aldi and Lidl offering budget alternatives that have challenged the old game players such as Tesco. Their focus on cost efficiency and slim product offering makes them appealing, especially to price-sensitive customers, who help them to establish a place in the market.
Strategic Acquisitions and Partnerships
Strategic acquisitions and partnerships also play a key role in boosting the market position of the follower company. There is no better example than Tesco's acquisition of Booker, the leading food wholesaler. This enabled Tesco to expand its wholesale and retail network, therefore improving its supply chain and widening its customer base. Tesco integrated its operations with Booker’s operations, thereby increasing its market reach and competitiveness in the retail sector.​
Like Disney, acquired marvel and the Star Wars franchise to bolster its content library. These acquisitions added to Disney's repertoire of storytelling and brought important intellectual property to the company to attract a wider audience. Using this strategy not only diversified Disney’s position in the entertainment industry but also made it the industry leader. (Chhabra, 2020)​
For the pioneer and follower companies, market strategies tailored to these growth and maturity stages of the product life cycle are implemented to better maintain or strengthen their market positions. The innovations of the pioneers are related to brand loyalty, market expansion, and technological leadership, followers on the other hand are concerned with competitive pricing, product differentiation and strategic collaborations. These approaches allow companies to survive in the market with the changing needs of the market and the demands of the consumers.
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Pioneers have to pay the costs and gain the recognition that leads to the brand to develop the brand, while on the other hand, followers reduce the risks by expanding the brand, but have to face this competition. Success or inability, as the case may be, is based on Tesco’s adaptability to strategy, changes in industry conditions, and the technological shifts that characterise markets.
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