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Introduction
Marketing management is a process of planning, controlling, and implementing marketing activities to apply the marketing activities of the organisation satisfactorily to meet the marketing objectives and satisfy the customer's needs (Kotler et al., 2020). It concerns analysing market opportunities, develop marketing strategies, and manage resources for creating value for the customers and other stakeholders. This is one of the significant strategic decisions confronting the marketer in marketing management, whether to adopt a pioneer or follower approach in a new market entry or bring in a new product. Pioneer companies are companies that introduce new products, technologies, or strategies before their peers do, while follower companies enter a market only after observing the actions of pioneer companies. Each has its own unique set of benefits, risks and strategic considerations. First-mover advantage is enjoyed by pioneers who first establish the norms of the industry and their brands or win patent protections. However, followers can capitalise on pioneers' mistakes, cut research and development costs, and perfect subsequent products for competitive advantage. This essay discusses the benefits and drawbacks of pioneer and follower strategies using examples from the real world in technology, pharmaceuticals, and aviation. It also covers the product life cycle strategies that have been used by both types of companies to stay ahead in the market while bringing long-term success.
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Pioneer company is an organisation that by introducing a new product, technology, or market strategy precedes its competitors (Ellis, 2023). Pioneers may receive early market benefits but followers do gain from observing the pioneers' mistakes and improving on existing products. When followers come into the market, they often bring better technology, lower costs, and a more efficient strategy, and hence they seize significant market share. 
One of the primary advantages of being a pioneer is the first-mover advantage. This means that early entrants have opportunities to set industry standards and build brand love even before competitors enter the industry. For instance, Apple Inc. is a great example when talking about the classic example of the iPhone launch in the year 2007. Apple popularised the smartphone through the release of a touchscreen phone with an intuitive user interface, gaining a significant market share before they were later joined by competitors like Samsung and Google. Statista (2024) reported that Apple's iPhone had a 2.83% global market share in 2022, illustrative of the long-lasting effects of its pioneering strategy. 
Patent protection and technological leadership are also other significant benefits of pioneering (Krasteva, 2022). If a company invests a lot in research and development (R&D), it can secure patents so competitors cannot replicate their innovations for a specified period. For instance, Pfizer managed to be the first to pioneer ofthe COVID-19 vaccine in partnership with BioNTech, resulting in massive financial and reputational benefits. In Pfizer's financial report, its COVID-19 vaccine sales made up £37 billion in sales last year, which cements Pfizer's leadership in the pharmaceutical industry. 
In addition, pioneer companies have greater pricing power since they provide a novelty and a uniqueness. They will be the first to introduce any product, and as such set premium prices before competition will drive them down. For instance, Tesla was the first to popularise electric vehicles (EVs) with tenable ranges and a good network of charging stations. As of 2023, Tesla’s market cap was above £800 billion and held around 18% of the global EV market, according to Bloomberg. 
Additionally, pioneering companies have economies of scale and cost advantages (Lalaounis, 2020). Early market entry allows them to hone their production processes at low cost and erect entry barriers against competitors. In the 1990s, Amazon pioneered e-commerce and built up an extensive logistics network that enabled it to reduce shipping costs and speed delivery times significantly. As the pioneer in an emerging industry, Amazon's annual revenue was more than £500 billion in 2022. 
But pioneering also involves some significant risks. There are high associated R&D and marketing costs, uncertainty of consumer take-up, and educating the market. There are also pioneers who fail to calculate demand or run out of money before reaching profitability (Hooley, Nicoulaud, Rudd, and Lee, 2020). For example, graphical user interfaces were pioneered by Xerox, which took them to market in the form of a personal computer, but it has never been able to capitalise on that innovation, as companies such as Apple and Microsoft have now captured the personal computing space.
Additionally, early leads can reap from having a loyal following, as they are inherently the pioneer or innovator of their industries. Loyalty from this can sustain their market position even when new competitors enter. In addition, leading the pack requires continual innovation, since the followers will always be striving to find a way to improve upon the original offering of the pioneer.
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Follower companies also referred to as late movers or fast followers enter the market after pioneer have introduced a new product or technology. First movers enjoy early market advantages, but follower companies also enjoy a learning process from the mistakes of first movers and refining existing products (Vecteezy, 2024). Followers typically enter the market with superior technology, lower cost, or a more efficient competitive strategy and reap a considerable share.
An additional advantage of being a follower is that it provides lower risk and lower costs. Pricing follows since followers avoid the high R&D expenses incurred by pioneers to invest in incremental innovation, rather than radical breakthroughs. For instance, in the smartphone industry, Samsung trailed behind Apple in introduction of smartphones but took the lead by providing high quality products at competitive prices (Muzumdar, 2023). As of 2022, IDC stated that Samsung had grabbed 21.2% of the global smartphone market, not far behind Apple.
The ability to leverage existing demand and well-developed markets is another advantage. Instead of starting from zero demand, followers are stepping into a product market that already exists where consumers already know the product. For instance, prior to Facebook, MySpace and Friendster existed, but Facebook refined the concept, introduced targeted advertising, and got there first. Facebook (Meta) will surpass the 3 billion active users by 2023, making it the largest social media platform ever.
Followers also gain advantages in terms of cost leadership and operational efficiency. They observe the pioneers to streamline production and reduce costs. For example, Ryanair was the second low-cost carrier after Southwest airline, and it adopted an aggressive form of cost cutting strategies. Currently, Ryanair is Europe's leading airline, and the company's annual report states it transported 168.6 million passengers back in 2022 (Ryanair, 2024).
Followers also have flexibility and adaptability. They can see holes in the strategy of the pioneer and develop a better product with less flaws. After Sony and Nintendo, Microsoft moved into the gaming console market and used its experience in software to materialise the Xbox ecosystem. In terms of how success can be built with a follower strategy, Xbox Game Pass had more than 25 million subscribers by 2022. 
Companies can leverage the use of partnerships and acquisitions as a follower as well (Ghobadian, 2024). While Yahoo and AltaVista are considered to be the first search engines, Google certainly posed an improvement by refining search algorithms and monetisation strategies. Google dominated more than 90 per cent of the global search engine market as early as 2023, proving the weight of a strong strategic following. 
However, follower companies also face several challenges. However, since they must portray themselves as different from mere copycats and they may find it challenging to win over consumers' trust vs pioneering brands, they could suffer in the long run. Some follower companies never make a mark in the industry because they are simply too late at market entry or lack innovation, like BlackBerry, which is not able to keep up with Apple and Samsung in the smartphone market.
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Both successful pioneer and follower companies navigate through different strategies at every stage of the product life cycle in order to fuel growth and ensure a widening competitive lead. There are four stages in a product life cycle-introduction, growth, maturity, and decline. Each stage needs different strategic actions for sustained success and resilience.
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Figure 1: Stages of Product Life Cycle (Kotler et al., 2020)
In the introductory stage, innovators had to spend significant resources on product development, marketing, and education of consumers to create demand. Penetration pricing or skimming strategies will help secure market presence. Take the example of Rivian, the electric vehicle (EV) upstart that rolled out its R1T truck in 2021 with an emphasis on adventure and sustainability while appealing to early adopters with direct-to-consumer sales and high-performance characteristics (Jochem, 2024). By focusing on innovation and sustainability, the company attracted eco-friendly consumers and defined Rivian as a sustainable mode of transportation.
Perhaps the most famous pioneer of this generation is Dyson and its revolutionary vacuum technology. With patented technology behind it, Dyson Airwrap positioned itself disrupting the haircare, justifying high prices and exclusivity (Krasteva, 2022). Focusing on innovation and quality, Dyson was able to carve out an entirely new market segment within personal care, proving the power of premium positioning.
Late entrants tend to compete on differentiation and/or price to gain market share. After both Apple and Samsung made their way into the smartphone space, Oppo emerged and took its place in the market, gaining recognition for its quick charging and high-spec cameras that were a fraction of the price of its competitors. In 2023, Oppo's global market share was at 8%, indicating the success of its strategic follower orientation (Statista, 2024).
But other companies, like Ryanair, made their mark by changing the airline industry with ultra-low-cost travel. Ryanair become Europe's largest airline in terms of passenger numbers in 2024 (Ryanair, 2024) through strategic reduction of operating costs and no-frills services. Its success shows that followers can still win by focusing on cost and paying attention to specific value propositions.
The growth stage is a critical period for businesses since competition increases, and you need fortress defense and attack strategies to maintain your market position and profitability.
Fortress Strategy: Fortress strategies are an often deployed strategy for pioneers to consolidate market leadership. The Amazon Web Services (AWS) division continues to be the market leader in cloud computing and developers are always looking to expand their infrastructure and services. With strategic partnerships, improved security, and AI-powered services, AWS dominates the world's cloud market at 32% in 2024 (Andreas, 2024). Its strategy was to dominate the market and cement its position, even as new competitors sprang up.
McDonald's and Starbucks to strengthen their position in the market. This approach helped to establish brand leadership in the plant-based protein sector (Ellis, 2023). Choosing partnerships with mega-brands like Taco Bell positioned Beyond Meat to leverage visibility and credibility, thus solidifying its status as the foremost option in the plant-based food revolution.
Fortress strategies can also be used by followers using operating leverage and exclusive contracts. After all, Shein was a fast fashion company that quickly ramped up operations thanks to AI-powered demand forecasting and low-cost manufacturing and was billed as the solution to disposability of modern fashion to boot. By 2023, therefore, it was the world’s biggest fashion e-commerce retailer (Davies, 2022). Furthermore, it adopted a bastion strategy for gaming where the company already bundled Xbox Game Pass, with more than 30 million subscribers (Wang, 2022) by 2024. This subscription model, in addition to increasing user loyalty, created a strong ecosystem of content.
Attack Strategy: For new entrants to gain traction, this means aggressive market entry, disruptive pricing and transformational products. TikTok, a heavy latecomer to social media, upended older-generation networks like Facebook and Instagram by harnessing AI-driven content recommendation and influencer-based growth. Tik Tok had gained 1.2 billion active users by 2024 (Hooley et al., 2020). By offering a unique streaming delivery model, the service quickly reached younger audiences and rapidly captured market share.
Adoptive tactics can also threaten market leaders. Take NIO, a Chinese electric vehicle (EV) company that launched a couple of years after Tesla but quickly carved out a significant share of the growing market with its novel battery-swapping technology and aggressive pricing. In 2023, NIO captured 5% of the global EV market (Jochem, 2024). Likewise, Samsung's significant investment in the research and development of foldable smartphones enabled them to compete in Apple’s premium segment as foldable devices represented 10 percent of total smartphone sales for Samsung in 2023 (Muzumdar, 2023).
In the maturity stage companies focuson maximising profitability, extending product lines, and differentiation happening via branding and incremental innovation. Apple demonstrates this method through ongoing enhancements of iPhone variants and the implementation of trade-in initiatives. And bundling services like Apple Music and the iCloud also meant the company remained massively profitable, even as the smartphone market reached saturation. And Apple's services segment alone generated £90 billion in revenue in 2024, highlighting the significance of service diversification (Apple Inc, 2024).
Price competition, brand positioning, and niche penetration for followers in the maturity stage. The late-comer in laptop segment, Lenovo sustained its leading position offered both budget-end laptops and enterprise-grade ThinkPads. By 2023, it had 24% of the global market share, ahead of HP and Dell (Nelson, 2022).
In 2024, Disney used its extensive franchise library and original content production to grow Disney+ to upwards of 200 million subscribers. Disney strengthened its position as a streaming leader, as Hooley et al (2020) describe, by directly competing with Netflix and prioritizing family-friendly or franchise-based content.
In the declining stage, companies are faced with the choice between reinvention versus austerity or exit. BlackBerry was unable to shift from keyboard-based to touch smartphones and its market share dropped from 50% in 2009 to less than 1% by 2016 (Statista, 2016). The decline exemplifies the price paid for failure to adapt to changing technology and consumer preferences.
On the other hand, IBM made a successful shift from hardware to software and cloud computing to stay au courant. IBM's cloud business had reached $25 billion in revenue by 2023, illustrating the effectiveness of reinvention strategies (Ghobadian, 2024). IBM multiplied its revenue by acquiring strategic companies that forward its transition to hybrid cloud and generative AI, and that would instill organic and sustainable growth.
Nokia once dominated the mobile phone market but failed to catch up with Apple and Samsung’s dominance of the mobile market another successful example of adaptation. Despite this, Nokia transformed into a significant contributor to network infrastructure, especially in regards to 5G identifier technology (Whittington et al., 2023). This change enabled Nokia to stay relevant in the rapidly changing telecommunications industry.


[bookmark: _Toc193237004]Conclusion
The adoption of either a pioneer or follower strategy will ultimately determine the market position, competitive advantage and success of the organisation in the long run. Setting industry standards, educating the market, creating brand recognition, securing technological leadership through innovation and patent protection, and having the first mover in the market would get pioneer companies big early market advantages. But this pioneering approach is not without risk: high research and development costs, uncertain demand for the product, and the possibility of failure. On the other hand, follower companies enjoy lower risk, lower cost and the opportunity to learn from pioneer’s mistakes. The followers can make a significant share in the market and can take maximum out of their business by refining existing products, implementing operational efficiency and catering for specific market segments. Therefore, both pioneer and follow companies have to develop product life cycle strategy according to specific circumstances, either through the continuous innovation strategy, expansion strategy or cost leadership strategy. Both strategies can lead to great success as demonstrated by real world examples such as how Apple, Samsung, Pfizer and the likes managed to emerge as great successes. Therefore, the decision of being a pioneer or a follower is up to the company’s resources, market situations, and strategic goals. Whether we take one approach or the other, the most important point is that we are able to deliver value to the customers, to move fast and keep adapting to the changing market condition, and ultimately sustain the innovation over the long run.
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