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Marketing Management: Pioneer vs.
Follower Strategies and Product Life Cycle

INTRODUCTION

Strategic Marketing, business leaders have challenging decisions to make in their market entry
strategies, especially whether to be a pioneer or a follower in the launch of new products or
technologies. This is contingent on various factors both internal and external to the organization
which can aid or impede success. The stage of entry to a new market is a crucial factor in
establishing competitive advantage, both pioneer and follower strategies having complementary
merits and disadvantages. Therefore, a pioneer is one who first introduces a product or
technology and a follower is one who deploys the innovations introduced by pioneers by
releasing their own product, often an improvement or at lower costs. The essay explains the pros
and cons of each, demonstrating how first-mover companies gain from early entry into the
market, brand loyalty, and technological dominance (Bolton, 2015). It also assesses how
follower companies can mitigate risk, reap the benefits of demonstrated demand and iterate to
achieve product improvements that provide competitive advantages. Through concrete examples
from the real world of business, this will help to make these theoretical concepts clearer, as well

as how businesses successfully apply these models.
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ADVANTAGES OF BEING A PIONEER AND A FOLLOWER

The decision to be a pioneer or a follower is influenced by various factors, including resource
availability, market readiness, and competitive landscape. Both strategies come with advantages
and present challenges (Talafuse, 2014). Pioneer and follower strategies are two opposing
strategies in a competitive space. This particularly early sector best practices monopoly are
aggregate immobilization focus. This strategy enables the company to establish industry
standards and build strong brand acknowledgement. But being at the forefront comes with its
own burdens, such as steep development costs and the risk of the market not welcoming their

offerings.
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Figure 1: Global Market Share Comparison (Okanga, 2023)

The bar chart shows the global market share of four major companies, each one in a different
industry. Tesla commands 65% of the electric vehicle market leading the space by a wide margin
as the EV market grows. With 27%, Nike came in second, highlighting its position as a
worldwide leader in sneakers and sports-style clothing. Leading into the smartphone, Apple
continues to perform well with a 24.3% slice of the pie, though Samsung isn't one to be forgotten
at 19%. Samsung has a much broader impact on the smartphone market, with its wide variety of
handsets collectively commanding a larger share of the worldwide device market. This bar chart

shows the dominance of Tesla in the EV market but gives some insight into how Apple,
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Samsung, and Nike have positioned themselves competitively in their sectors. It provides a

comparative perspective on leading the market in these major verticals.

Advantages of Being a Pioneer

A pioneer company is one which comes first in a new product, technology, or service in market.

Pioneers are typically considered to be the innovators and market leaders.

Advantage Example Companies Benefit Statistical Data
First-Mover Apple (iPhone) Market leader, large | Apple holds 24.3% of
Advantage market share the global smartphone

market share

Technological Tesla (EV | Patents, barrier to | Tesla holds 65% of
Leadership Technology) entry the US  electric
vehicle market
Brand Loyalty & | Nike (Sportswear) Customer loyalty, | Nike commands 27%
Premium Pricing ability to charge | of the global
premium prices sportswear market
share (2023)

1. First-Mover Advantage

One of the most critical advantages to pioneers is first-mover advantage. Pioneers can become
the market leader and gain a big market share by entering the market first. They also get a head
start in developing brand recognition and loyalty, which makes them hard to dislodge by later
entrants. While Apple is a case in point. Apple's iPhone was a game-changing product that
helped revolutionize the mobile-phone market (Huang and Benyoucef, 2015). Apple made an
entire ecosystem relatively hard for competitors to catch up to by being the pioneer of
combining a touchscreen interface with fancy stuff like an app store. Add to this the fact that
Apple had established a strong brand identity, and had cultivated customer loyalty through

consistent iteration, and see how Apple had found themselves as a market leader for years.
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2. Technological Leadership and Intellectual Property

Pioneers are usually industry leaders in technology. They can patent, trademark and secure
other intellectual property rights as the first-movers, creating hurdles in the way of new entrants.
Tesla is an example of a company that capitalized on its early move towards EVs to gain
dominance in that market (Erdogmus and Cicek, 2012). With advances in battery tech, self-
driving, and energy solutions, Tesla not only patented technology, but focused their efforts to
become a household name for electric vehicles. Tesla's technological leadership has meant that,
even though it is not the only player in the EV industry, it remains on top in terms of both EV
sales and clean energy solutions.

3. Brand Loyalty and Premium Pricing

Since its introduction to the market, it has been able to build a very strong brand value which
allows it to charge premium prices. There is a reason why being a first mover is one of the
defining traits of the most successful companies. First movers enjoy a big advantage in brand
loyalty. Another reason why early adopters are successful is that pioneers appear first in the
market with a unique product that consumers connect emotionally, allowing consumers to
develop brand loyalty over time. Moreover, pioneers can command premium prices for their
product because of the perceived value from being first movers. A perfect example of a pioneer
who has turned market size and premium pricing into brand loyalty is Nike (Salvation and
Sorooshian, 2018). The performance sportswear market has been dominated for decades by
Nike, thanks to a stream of innovations and the company branding itself as the pinnacle of
athletic achievement. Nike's competitive advantage is related to different factors, including the
increased prices of the company's products as a result of their successful marketing and product
development (Nike Inc, 2021).
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ADVANTAGES OF BEING A FOLLOWER

Although there are benefits from being a pioneer, there is also a clear advantage in being the
follower. Followers are usually companies that join the market after the pioneer company has

created the product category.

Advantage Example Companies Benefit Statistical Data
Lower Risk and | Samsung Learn from pioneers' | Samsung holds 19%
Reduced Investment | (Smartphones) success/failure of the global

smartphone  market

share
Market Readiness & | Huawei Existing market | Huawei holds 12.1%
Proven Demand (Smartphones) demand, easier | of the global
market entry smartphone  market

share
Adaptation & | Google (Social Media | Refining  products, | Google+  had 2
Improvement - Google+) competitive pricing billion+ users during

its initial phase

1. Risk Averse and Less Investment

A significant advantage of the follower position is the decreased risk. A market creation might
play a role in the amount of readiness followers encounter; since followers come to the market
once a pioneer has already spent time educating consumers and displaying demand, they reaped
the benefits of that readiness (Srinivasan and Varadarajan, 2018). Pioneers make mistakes,
representatives observe these mistakes and successes, and adapt their products or strategies. To a
lesser extent — Samsung is basically a poster child for this strategy in the smartphone space.
Apple was the first to release the iPhone, and Samsung came in behind Apple as its competitor

— a fast follower that benefitted from Apple's initial mistakes and incorporated innovations
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introduced by Apple. Samsung started doing exactly that, providing similar features for less, and
it quickly gained a substantial market share and become one of the biggest smartphone

companies in the world.
2. Market Validation and Proof of Demand

Followers benefit from being in markets that are already established by pioneers. Followers can
enter the market with a proven consumer base since pioneers often spend time educating
consumers and making customers. This minimizes the need for complex marketing to develop
awareness and need (Saravanakumar and SuganthalLakshmi, 2012). This strategy is best
exemplified by Huawei. Huawei's entry into the smartphone market came in the wake of Apple
and Samsung having already established why people needed smartphones. Due to the high
demand Huawei quickly made a strong presence in the market by providing high quality

smartphones at lower prices.
3. Adaptation and Improvement

Less risk, able to adapt to what the pioneers have done and make it better. Followers introduced
better versions of the products with superior specifications or boosted functionalities because
other customers could see done consumer input and the upfront product's advantages and
disadvantage (Liebowitz and Margolis, 2001). For instance, consider Google’s foray into the
social media space, Google+. Even though Google+ was not as successful as Facebook, the
company had used the lessons from the previous social networks been apart of and managed to
bring several forward-thinking features into its platform including improved privacy controls

and integrations with Google's other offerings (Roma and Ragaglia, 2016).
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PRODUCT LIFE CYCLE STRATEGIES OF PIONEER AND
FOLLOWER COMPANIES

The product life cycle (PLC) is a concept used in marketing to describe the stages a product goes
through from introduction to decline. These stages are: Introduction, Growth, Maturity, and
Decline. Both pioneers and followers adopt different strategies to manage the product life cycle
and maintain a competitive advantage throughout each stage. Follower strategies are employed
by organizations that enter the market after the pioneers, usually enhancing existing products or
services (Constantinides, 2014). Pioneers provide lessons on the mistakes that need to be
avoided, while followers can avoid those mistakes and lower the cost of entry by moving to a
more refined or cheaper version. They also don’t have to suffer the initial expenses of product
development and market education. This means that they will have to do costlier differentiation
efforts in a market that may already have a lot of the pioneering brands. Both approaches need
to product life cycle, which includes phases from introduction to growth to maturity to decline.

How pioneers and followers manage these stages can impact their long term success.

Tesla

Apple
-
[ =
1]
[«
£

& Microsoft

Huawei

0 100 200 300 400

Reveneu 2023

Figure — 2: Revenue Comparison (Siren, 2023)

The revenue figures for four major companies in 2023. Apple leads by a significant margin with
a revenue of $394 billion, reflecting its strong market position in multiple sectors, particularly in

technology and consumer electronics. Microsoft follows with $168 billion in revenue,
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demonstrating its dominance in software, cloud services, and enterprise solutions. Huawei, with
$102.3 billion, continues to be a key player in the tech industry, particularly in
telecommunications and smartphones. Tesla, although smaller in comparison, has rapidly grown
to achieve $81.5 billion in revenue, showcasing its success in the electric vehicle market and its
increasing influence in the automotive industry. This data illustrates the varying scale of
operations across these tech giants, with Apple holding a clear lead, while Tesla’s rapid growth

stands out.
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Product Life Cycle Strategies of Pioneer Companies

The conduits of innovation are the Pioneers performing the difficult task of introducing a new
product or technology. Their strategies should emphasize innovation, disruption, and capturing

market share in their formative years.

Stage Pioneer Strategy | Example Statistical Data Stage
Companies
Growth Scaling, increased | Apple (iPhone) Apple’s  revenue | Growth
distribution from iPhones in
2023: $205.5
Billion
Maturity Product  updates, | Apple (iPhone) Apple’s total | Maturity
diversification revenue in 2023:
$394 Billion

Source: (Amelia et al., 2024)
1. Initializing and Development Phases

Pioneers are in the introduction stage of their product. It requires exorbitant amounts of research
and development (R&D), marketing, and consumer education. Tesla was an early mover in the
electric vehicle market. Tesla, as a new category of vehicles, had a lot of work to do for
adoption as a pioneer in the EV space (Aaker, 2014). The company, however, invested heavily in
research and development to develop cutting-edge technology, and then advertised these
vehicles to the environmentally-minded consumer. After the product gained traction, Tesla
entered the growth stage as it expanded its product offerings and market presence. Pioneers often
focus on increasing production, expanding distribution, and establishing brand loyalty in this
growth stage. Apple, say, transitioned from the introduction of the iPhone into its growth phase
by gradually enhancing the product, expanding its ecosystem (e.g., rolling out the iPad, Apple
Watch), and aggressively marketing its innovations (Hosseini and Jalilvand, 2019). It also made
investments in international distribution networks that made its products available in every

country.
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2. Maturity and Decline Stages

After a product matures, the goal of pioneers must be to extend the life of the product further
and holding on to market leadership. This is done through improvements, distinctions, and
diversification of products. For example, Apple regularly releases new versions of its iPhone
that include incremental enhancements (newer and better cameras, faster processors, new
designs) to consumers. This keeps people interested and retards the product's life cycle. As the
product enters the decline stage, pioneers will face the option of killing the product or trying to
reinvent it. An example of this is Microsoft’s strategy with Windows. As newer versions Of
Windows came out, older versions started to dwindle (Chen and Zhou, 2018). Microsoft is also
not known for being lean but it revived older products with updates and extended support to

keep customers happy.

Product Life Cycle Strategies of Follower Companies

Followers come into the market once the pioneer has set up the product category. They are

focused on product deflection, lowering costs gaining market.

Stage Follower Strategy | Example Companies Statistical Data
Growth Market  expansion, | Huawei Huawei’s global
feature innovation (Smartphones) smartphone  market

share: 12.1%

Maturity Cost leadership, | Huawei Huawei’s revenue in
niche targeting (Smartphones) 2023: $102.3 Billion
Decline Exit or  product | Google+ Google+ had 2
diversification billion+ users during

initial growth phase

Source: (Arrigo, Liberati and Mariani, 2021)
1. Introduction and Stages of Growth
In the intro and growth stage followers generally want to improve the product and sell it
cheaper. Samsung launched its own range of smartphones in Apple's wake when it entered the
smartphone market as a follower, just weeks after the iPhone. Samsung took it a step further by

offering features that Apple didn’t have yet, like bigger screens and sophisticated camera
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systems (Kumar and Prakash, 2020). This made it possible for Samsung to gain market share and
recognition as a notable player.

2. Maturity and Decline Stages

In the maturity stage, followers look to protect share by launching new and improved product
features or versions. For Huaweli, that was in the form of constantly innovating with new camera
tech (it was one of the first to create dual cameras) and competitive pricing to capture market
attention. Move on to the decline stage, where they can diversify their product or service
offerings or cease to operate in that market altogether (Pereira and Wiese, 2017). A prominent
example of this strategy is Google+ — the social media platform that Google launched but never

gained traction and ultimately decided to shut down.
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CONCLUSION

In marketing management, pioneer and follower strategies are implicitly understood to have
their strengths and weaknesses. Pioneers enjoy first mover advantages, technology leadership
and brand loyalty, but need to invest heavily in R&D and marketing. Followers can lower risk
and capital outlays by entering the market after demand has been developed. Followers can still
obtain high market share by concentrating on perfecting and enhancing existing goods (Davis
and Miller, 2022). Pioneers pursue product life cycle strategies based on innovation,
technological advancement, and being the first to market, whereas followers pursue strategies
focused on cost efficiency, differentiation, and adapting to the market's evolving needs. In the
end, the decision to be a pioneer or a follower is game-changer depending on the resources of

the company, their place in the market and their long-term objectives.
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