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[bookmark: _heading=h.2kt0mhloe34s]Introduction 
Market entry decisions are crucial for strategic management in today’s business environment, especially in the case of new product and market development. The first decision that has been considered as critical for companies is whether to be a leader or a follower. All these approaches have their unique strengths and limitations that should be aligned with internal factors such as available resources, innovativeness, and brand equity and external factors such as demand, technology, and competition (Kotler et al., 2019).
A pioneer is a firm that is the first to offer a new product, service or idea to the market consumers (Rogers, 2003). The first mover advantage implies that the company gets the chance to create customer awareness and brand loyalty as well as shape consumer preferences. Nevertheless, there are certain risks involved with pioneers since the market reaction, the technology, and even regulation are unknown at this stage. On the other hand, the follower firms come into the market after the pioneer firms, and they adapt themselves to the initial situations of the market. However, the follower companies do not get a chance to seize the early market but are relieved of uncertainty, which is coupled with better technology, and in most cases, low initial investment (Harvard Business Review, 2022). Bett et al., (2013) also indicate that followers are able to identify gaps which are left behind by pioneers and they are able to use better marketing, pricing and product strategies in order to capture the market which is left behind by the pioneer firm.
The purpose of this essay is to identify the benefits of being a pioneer and a follower, as well as to provide examples of real-life situations, and to discuss the strategies used by successful pioneers and followers when it comes to product life cycle to improve the growth and competitive advantage. Thus, the assessment of both strategies is going to help the understanding of this Essay to identify how companies can position themselves for the long-term success.
Advantages of Being a Pioneer 
The benefits of first or being a pioneer in a market are quite numerous and can lead to domination in the market if well exploited. The first one is first-mover advantage, where the firms that enter first in a given market are in a better position to create brand awareness and consumers’ loyalty before other firms enter the market. The first movers have a significant advantage since they help in influencing the consumer preferences and defining the standards in the industry (Peres, Muller and Mahajan, 2010). In its findings, HBR established that first movers have on average 30% higher brand awareness than that of late entrants especially in the fields of technology and consumer goods (Harvard Business Review, 2022).
For example, Apple Inc. redefined the smart phone industry with the launch of the iPhone in 2007. By combining a touch screen interface, internet connectivity, and an app ecosystem, Apple secured a dominant position in the smart phone market. As of 2024, Apple holds approximately 20% of the global smart phone market share and generates over £200 billion annually from iPhone sales alone (Statista, 2024b).
Another key advantage is the ability to control scarce resources such as patents, supply chain partnerships, and prime retail space. Tesla, a pioneer in the electric vehicle (EV) market, secured critical battery supply agreements and built an extensive supercharger network long before competitors could react. This infrastructure advantage contributed to Tesla’s 50% market share in the U.S. EV market as of 2024 (Statista, 2024d).
Pioneers also benefit from economies of scale. Being the first to market allows companies to begin production earlier, reducing unit costs through experience and supplier relationships (Kotler et al., 2019). This cost advantage enables pioneers’ companies to reinvestment into R&D, further enhancing product features and maintaining market leadership (McKinsey and Company, 2023). Coca-Cola, for instance, established global distribution networks in the early 20th century, securing exclusive agreements with bottlers and retailers, which contributed to its long-term dominance in the £870 billion global non-alcoholic beverage market (IBIS World, 2023).
Moreover, pioneers can influence regulatory frameworks in emerging industries. For instance, Google shaped many online advertising regulations by being the first large-scale provider of search-based advertising, giving it a structural advantage over smaller entrants (Harvard Business Review, 2022).
However, being a pioneer is not without risk. According to Lieberman and Montgomery (1988), 47% of pioneers fail, often due to high development costs, uncertain demand, and technological hurdles. Yet, those that succeed tend to capture sustained market leadership, strong customer loyalty, and the ability to dictate pricing in the early stages of the product life cycle. In summary, companies like Apple, Tesla, Coca-Cola, and Google illustrate how pioneering, despite its risks, can deliver early market dominance, cost leadership, and long-term competitive advantage when combined with strategic innovation and resource control (Kotler et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _heading=h.d47byvx8nedn]Advantages of Being a Follower 
Follower companies, also known as second-movers or late entrants, benefit significantly from observing and learning from the mistakes and successes of pioneers. This approach allows them to reduce market uncertainty, avoid costly trial-and-error processes, and refine their offerings based on customer feedback and technological advancements (Peres, Muller and Mahajan, 2010).
One major advantage for followers is lower research and development (R&D) costs. By building on existing technologies and concepts introduced by pioneers, followers can allocate resources more efficiently (Schilling, 2019). For instance, Samsung entered the smartphone market after Apple but quickly became the largest smartphone vendor globally by learning from Apple’s product designs and customer experiences, focusing on innovation in hardware, software flexibility, and pricing options (Statista, 2024).
Followers also benefit from targeted market segmentation. Pioneers often introduce products to broad audiences, while followers can identify underserved market segments and tailor products to meet their specific needs (Rogers, 2003). Netflix, originally a DVD rental service, entered the video streaming market after pioneers like Hulu. By understanding consumer demand for original content, personalised recommendations, and global accessibility, Netflix rapidly outpaced its competitors, reaching over 230 million subscribers globally by 2024 (Statista, 2024b).
Another advantage is flexibility in pricing strategies. Pioneers often invest heavily in R&D and marketing, leading to higher initial prices. Followers, with lower development costs, can adopt aggressive pricing strategies to attract price-sensitive consumers. Xiaomi, a Chinese smartphone brand, successfully undercut Samsung and Apple by offering high-quality devices at competitive prices, capturing significant market share in emerging markets (Statista, 2024c).
Moreover, followers can leverage partnerships and alliances that pioneers may have overlooked. They can also adopt best practices in manufacturing, supply chain management, and digital marketing, ensuring operational efficiency and enhanced customer experience (IBISWorld, 2023).
While followers may struggle with brand differentiation, their ability to innovate incrementally, adopt emerging technologies, and respond to evolving consumer preferences often allows them to overtake pioneers. In summary, successful followers like Samsung, Netflix, and Xiaomi demonstrate that late entrants can achieve market leadership by combining strategic agility, customer-centric innovation, and cost leadership.


Product Life Cycle Strategies at Growth Stage
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Figure 1: The Product Strategy and the Product Life Cycle (Source: Kotler et al., 2019)
The introductory stage
A new product is launched and pioneers usually spend much in research and development to prove feasibility and to create awareness for the product. Consumers are gradually becoming aware of the product and confident to make a purchase hence limited sales. Originally, the costs are higher because very few units are produced, and this makes pioneers to focus on product quality, differentiation, and brand image. If they join during this stage, followers can learn from pioneer mistakes and improve their products before facing much opposition, but the entry is not as early. However, both pioneers and followers face difficulties in finding distribution channels and making a profit until the demand is established. 


The growth stage
 The Growth stage of the product life cycle is a crucial period for both pioneers and followers, as sales volumes increase rapidly, competition intensifies, and companies must solidify their market positions to ensure long-term profitability (Kotler et al., 2019). During this stage, pioneers those who introduced the product or technology first, focus heavily on expanding their market presence while defending the advantages they gained as first movers. Since pioneers have already created initial awareness in the introduction stage, the growth phase is the time to expand customer bases and secure broader adoption (Peres, Muller and Mahajan, 2010). The fortress strategy is one of the most efficient strategies that can be used by pioneers in this stage. This strategy aims to make loyal clients out of consumers, raise the cost of switching to competitors’ products or services, and grow the distribution channels, thereby consolidating power in the market. Applying this strategy, pioneers refine the product portfolios, improve the customer value and maintain the competitive advantage. Apple’s approach after releasing iPhone can be considered as the fortress strategy because it extended the product line with advanced models, presented new services like iCloud and Apple Music, and built an ecosystem that made consumers stay within the Apple environment. This strategy helped Apple to maintain its market dominance by repulsing the forces from the followers that were emerging in the market. On the other hand, followers tend to use the attack strategy where they confront pioneers through offering cheaper prices, better products, and different channel of distribution. As for followers, the market education process does not require significant investments since the demand for the product has already been developed. They adapt it and enhance already existing ideas in technology and the market to achieve competitive advantage. Xiaomi is among the examples of the followers which adopt a successful attack strategy in the smartphone industry. This led to Xiaomi releasing high quality smartphones in the market with a considerably lower price than what was offered by Apple and Samsung. This aggressive strategy let Xiaomi cover significant share of emerging markets and pose a threat to pioneers.
Geographical expansion is another key strategy for pioneers during the growth stage. Tesla, the pioneer in the electric vehicle market, initially focused on North America but quickly expanded into Europe and China as demand for electric vehicles surged. This rapid market extension allowed Tesla to capture 15% of the global electric vehicle market by 2024, supported by its direct-to-consumer sales model, which provided better pricing control and customer experience (Statista, 2024a). By entering multiple international markets early, Tesla reduced its dependence on any single region while securing early-mover infrastructure advantages, such as charging networks, in those territories (McKinsey and Company, 2023).
Pioneers also tend to leverage economies of scale during the growth stage, which helps them gradually reduce per-unit costs as production volumes increase. These cost savings can either be reinvested into further product development or used to lower prices, making the product more accessible to broader consumer segments (Kotler et al., 2019). Amazon’s Kindle, for example, launched at £399 in 2007. As demand grew and manufacturing efficiencies improved, Amazon was able to reduce the price of entry-level Kindles to under £100 by 2023, further fuelling growth (Harvard Business Review, 2022). Alongside cost advantages, pioneers often focus on building comprehensive ecosystems around their core products. Apple’s ecosystem, including Apple Music, Apple Pay, and the App Store, reinforces loyalty by encouraging users to stay within the Apple environment, contributing to the company’s £85 billion in annual services revenue by 2024 (Statista, 2024d).
While pioneers focus on reinforcing leadership, followers entering during the growth stage rely on different strategies to gain traction. They benefit from observing pioneers’ successes and failures, allowing them to introduce refined products with improved features and fewer initial defects. Samsung’s entry into the smartphone market after Apple’s success is a prime example. Samsung rapidly identified consumer preferences for larger screens, superior cameras, and greater customisation, all of which were missing in the earliest iPhones. This fast-follower approach enabled Samsung to surpass Apple in market share, holding 21% of the global smartphone market by 2024 (Statista, 2024a).
Pricing strategies play a crucial role for followers during the growth stage. Many late entrants compete on cost, particularly in price-sensitive markets, by offering products with competitive specifications at lower prices than pioneers (McKinsey and Company, 2023). Xiaomi exemplifies this strategy in the smartphone sector. By producing high-quality smartphones at lower prices, Xiaomi appealed to budget-conscious consumers across China, India, and Southeast Asia. As a result, Xiaomi captured 13% of the global smartphone market by 2024, despite entering the market much later than Apple and Samsung. (Business Insider, 2024)
Market segmentation also plays a vital role in followers’ growth strategies. Followers often identify and target niches that pioneers either overlooked or underserved (Rogers, 2003). Netflix is a notable example of this approach. Although streaming platforms like Hulu existed before it, Netflix differentiated itself during the growth stage by focusing heavily on personalised content recommendations, localised content production, and a global subscriber strategy. Netflix’s annual content budget reached over £17 billion in 2024, contributing to its global subscriber count surpassing 230 million (Netflix Annual Report, 2024). This ability to tailor content to different cultural preferences and individual tastes gave Netflix an edge over earlier platforms that were less flexible.
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Figure 2: Product development cycle (Source: Kotler et al., 2019)
The maturity stage
The marurity stage  is defined by slow or fluctuating sales since most of the potential customers have either experimented or switched to the product. The competition becomes more fierce, the profit margins reduce and the market share moves from one firm to another through brands and not a large number of consumers (Kotler et al., 2019).. This suggests that pioneers rely on the strengths of brand recognition and distribution channels and often turn into product differentiation or incremental improvements. Concerning the second approach, followers stress on aggressive pricing, better service, or a narrow scope to unseat incumbents. Both depend on the marketing concepts that aim at customer retention and appeal to the fundamental marketing communication of USPs. Economies of cost are also achieved, and the overall efficiency of processes is enhanced (McKinsey and Company, 2023).
The decline stage
The decline stage is characterised by low sales, high competition and changing customer needs and wants. Pioneers, who heavily invested in branding and setting up of structures, rebalance their products by directing them to specific markets or providing new editions (Kotler et al., 2019).Google has continued to grow the search engine’s life cycle through Application of artificial intelligence and diversification with cloud computing. Some pioneers use what has been referred to as a ‘harvesting strategy’ wherein they continue to cut on the costs while enjoying the maximum number of profits as is evident with older versions of Microsoft Windows (Kim and Mauborgne, 2015). The followers who have relatively low sunk cost may leave the market, go for low-cost strategies or take advantage of the pioneers’ decline to offer low-priced substitutes, making certain of their short-term profitability before leaving the market (Kotler et al., 2019).
Conclusion 
Choosing whether to be a pioneer or a follower is one of the most strategic management decisions that companies have to make whenever they are introducing new products to the market or venturing into new markets. Each of them has its strengths and weaknesses, and the performance ultimately depends on the extent to which the company is able to match its chosen approach to the internal resources and the external environment. In my opinion, pioneers have advantages such as creating a brand in the market, customers’ trust, and control over resources and channels of distribution. However, they also experience high costs of new product development, high levels of market risk, and risk of technological risk. On the other hand, followers minimise most of these risks by observing what pioneers go through. They build their strategies based on current technologies, enhance products according to clients’ needs, and often base their competition on cost. The strategists have outcompeted the pioneers most of the time for being more perceptive of the market opportunities and easily perceptive of the customer demands. Last but not least, it would be important for pioneers to effectively address the growth of PLM in order to guarantee the sustainability of competitive advantage in the market, and the same holds true for the followers. 
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