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[bookmark: _Toc193110073]Introduction
Product Life cycle (PLC) is an important framework for understanding how business maintains competitive advantage in the competitive and dynamic market. It focuses on leading UK health and beauty retailers’ PLC strategies (Boots Pharmacy, Superdrug and LloydsPharmacy). This study analyzes how pioneer and follower companies take steps from market entry, growth, to long term sustainability by looking into their approaches at each stage. The comparison highlights strategic innovation, competitive positioning, and adaptability in the changed retail pharmacy sector and provides a total view into how these establishments bring together product improvement, branding and client involvement to remain at the top of the business. By effectively analysing and evaluating the approaches of Pioneer and follower companies at multiple stages of their product life cycle the study effectively highlights the major factors influencing market entry along with market expansion and long term sustainability. It also evaluates how these companies are unable to integrate innovation, brand positioning and customer engagement in order to navigate challenges and capitalize on opportunities within the sector. This also provides effective understanding on valuable insights regarding how strategic adaptability, differentiation and customer focused innovation contribute towards industry leadership 
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Pioneer Companies
Pioneer companies are organizations that are the first to bring a new product, technology or a business model to a market (Besharat et al., 2016). First mover advantages are gained because pioneers get technological leadership, get to acquire customers early, earn economies of scale (Halberstadt et al., 2022). 
Boots Pharmacy is a classic example of a pioneer in the UK health and beauty market. One of the first to set up a chain pharmacy enterprise, participate in private label healthcare and beauty products, and also introduce digitized prescription services. 
Follower Companies
After the pioneers have made a product or a service, a follower company enters the market taking the advantage of the learning and market awareness made by the first mover (Kamp and Ruiz, 2023). In most cases, these companies are competing by selling lower priced items, better features, or displaying superior customer service (Klingebiel and Joseph, 2015).
For example, when super drug entered into the UK pharmacy and beauty retail sector after Boots and it positioned itself as a strong competitor by focusing on offering lower prices, exclusive brands, and a strong high-street presence. 
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First-Mover Advantage: pioneer companies create and hold brand recognition early on, that generate strong customer loyalty and synonymous to the product category (Udokanma Georgewill 2024). 
Technological Leadership: Pioneers invest heavily in R&D and achieve patents and intellectual property rights that form barriers to followers (Abdin et al., 2024). 
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High costs and market Uncertainty: it is one of the main challenges of pioneer as developing new products requires substantial investment in R&D, marketing, and infrastructure (Soltanisehat et al., 2019). 
Competitor Advantage in Learning from Mistakes: The followers take note of the pioneer’s strategy and improve on it, without making the error that has cost the pioneer (Kalicanin, 2008). 
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Lower Investment Costs: Initial investment by followers is lower due to which they can come up with their product keeping in mind the successes and failures of the pioneer (Min et al., 2006). 
Faster Market Penetration: Followers use the experience of pioneers in the market to benefit from resource reserves. 
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Customer Loyalty and Brand Recognition: Being a pioneer in customer perception makes it challenging for followers to gain any distinction (Brunner et al., 2008). 
Dependence on Pioneer’s Moves: Followers cannot really extend the pioneer’s foundation unless they are very adept at innovating. For example, Huawei, despite having a strong smartphone market growth, had significant hard time before developing HarmonyOS a separate operating system from the Android (Reuters 2024).
Pioneer Company: Boots Pharmacy
Boots Pharmacy is one of the UK’s leading pharmacy-led health and beauty retailer founded in 1849. Boots was pioneering in the sector and pioneered innovative practices, including private label health products and in store pharmacies to online digital prescription services. It has over 2,200 stores in the UK and about 45 million customers in the UK (www.boots-uk.com 2019). 
Boots was an early adopter of e-commerce and digital healthcare that enabled it to be one of the strongest players in online pharmacy services. Boots had strong omnichannel presence in 2022, and the digital sales grew by 22%. Its parent company, Walgreens Boots Alliance also reported $132.5 billion in revenue in 2023, clearly showing how dominant it is (Onita, and Meyer, 2025).
Follower Company: Superdrug
Superdrug was founded in 1964 and entered the market after Boots, and despite this, it has managed to position itself as the cheaper alternative. It has more than 830 UK and Irish stores, where it sells focusing on focus on affordability and exclusive beauty brands. Superdrug’s revenue reached £1.4 billion in 2023 which underpins its competitive strength (Warn, 2024).
Superdrug was unlike Boots, it differentiated itself by providing cheaper alternatives and even its own brand products. It also began to put Health & Beauty card loyalty program in place, which is currently flourishing with 14 million members, competing with Boots Advantage Card and also used it as a tool to ensure digital growth in retail, growing online sales by more than 30 percent in 2023 (Statista 2023).
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Product Life Cycle (PLC) refers to a business concept that encompasses the progression of every product from its inception to the decline stage of its life for better management (Cao, and Folan, 2011). It enables companies to formulate their marketing, sales and operational efforts to achieve highest profitability and competitiveness. The 4 main stages are:
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Figure 1: Product life cycle 
Source: (Cao, and Folan, 2011)
1. Introduction Stage
This is the point at which the product is launched into the market for the first time. At the early stages of awareness, sales are not too high. Companies spend exorbitant money on marketing, promotion and distribution. They may be expensive to recover development costs or low to get early adopters. 
2. Growth Stage
As the demand goes up sales increase rapidly. The distribution is expanded, the product improved, and the company differentiates itself from its competitors. Brand loyalty starts to develop (Dwivedi et al., 2021). 
3. Maturity Stage
Sales peak and competition intensifies. To maintain demand companies introduce product variations, promote products, and enhance product features. Market saturation may occur. 
4. Decline Stage
Sales and profits decrease because of market saturation, change in consumer preference or technological advancement (Felix, 2015). Also the product may be discontinued, rebranded, no replacements will be offered, or a new product may come out.
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A UK health and beauty retailer Boots pharmacy has been able to traverse all stages of the product life cycle: pre-launch, introduction, growth, maturity and decline, to stimulate growth and maintain a competitive edge. 
1. Pre-Launch Stage
The Boots first seeks for market research for their new products or services to find if there is a necessity for such products or if the products are not in trending consumer needs, so they can introduce them into the market. This proactive approach allows the development of the offerings that have resonated with the target audience. For instance it can be added that recognizing the growing demand for dedicated and personalized beauty consultations, Boots focused on launching virtual beauty services, allowing customers to receive tailored advice from experts online. According to www.boots-uk.com (2016) Boots was not only addressing a market need, but also a position of the company becoming an innovator in the digital retail space. 
2. Introduction Stage
Conducting campaigns for the introduction phase, Boots helped create awareness and attract customers’ interest. In this context a suitable example can be the revamp of their beauty offering and in-store experience to "reinvent" retail, acknowledging that heritage alone is not sufficient for the requirements of modern consumers. It also focused on updating store layout and bolstering product display in efforts to attract a different customer base. 
3. Growth Stage
At maturity, Boots concentrates on scaling up operations and on expanding the market reach. This approach is effectively exemplified by the company’s omnichannel marketing strategy. Boots combines online and offline platforms to provide a smooth customer experience. This brought the idea of virtual beauty consultations, where customers could book appointments for free online makeup, skincare and self-care advice online and have a balance of digital convenience and personalized service. This strategy has worked out as Boots’ total UK Sales rose 15.2% year on year in the second quarter ending February 28, 2022 and comparable retail Sales increased by 22% (Singh, 2025). 
4. Maturity Stage
In the maturity stage, Boots on the one hand tries to maintain the market share with differentiation. To generate more revenue streams, the company has also expanded its services to in-store clinics, health coaching and telemedicine services for customers that fall in line with their holistic health needs. In addition that it is also observed that, Boots has strengthened its digital presence with the help of enhancing its online pharmacy services and adequately focusing on integrating AI-driven health consultations. These strategic practices adopted by boots for expansion is adequately aligned with evolving consumer demands, reinforcing customer loyalty and sustaining long-term growth. Boots cited 5.9 percent rise in retail sales for the quarter to February 29, 2024, reflecting the 12th consecutive quarter of retail market share growth (Grice, 2024). 
5. Decline Stage
Strategies including product discontinuation, rebranding or repositioning are applied by Boots to address products or services in decline. In this case, the company has responded to threat of online competition, by concentrating on its strengths, moving into new revenue streams such as health and wellness services (Onita and Meyer, 2025). 
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Leading health and beauty retailer within the UK, Superdrug has successfully gone through the stages of the product life cycle including pre launch, introduction, growth, maturity and decline in order to help it grow and stay competitive. At each stage of their strategies, they have been analysed.
1. Pre-Launch Stage
Superdrug does thorough research on the market before introducing new products or services. Such a proactive approach helps in the development of offerings that find resonance with the target audiences. An example of such a step would be Superdrug opening a vegan pop up shop at Shoreditch's Box Park in March 2018, showing its own brand beauty and cosmetic products alongside exclusive branded products that are vegan friendly (Bargh, 2018). 
2. Introduction Stage
Strategic marketing campaigns are used by Superdrug during the introduction phase in order to create awareness and expedite interest. For example, the Superdrug Store Plc resurrected its own brand, B. Makeup, a vegan makeup campaign. Having an extensive own brand collection also helps Superdrug put a mainstream spin on premium beauty trends (Rogers, 2017). Along with meeting a market need, this initiative positioned Superdrug as a branding inclusive and innovative brand. 
3. Growth Stage
Superdrug centers its efforts on enhancing the service and extending its market reach. How the company competing in the asset management market succeeded in becoming successful was by focusing its strategy on providing value to customers through competitive pricing and wide product selection. Superdrug’s market position as a value retailer differentiates it from competitors in the health and beauty market. Superdrug manages to attract a diverse customer base based on the fact that they offer with affordable prices without compromising on the quality of products. The retailer offers a constant supply of well known brand on its own private label and other brands, which satisfy the varying consumer taste and needs. Financially Superdrug has experienced success in the UK health and beauty sector increasing its market share. As reported by Yahoo Finance, Superdrug’s market share has increased to almost 40% (McGuire, 2024). 
4. Maturity Stage
Superdrug differentiates in the maturity phase to maintain stable market share. In line with that, the company also expanded its reach to health related services, including in store clinics, health coaching and telemedicine services to customers holistically meeting health needs and consequently generate additional revenues. Superdrug has also focused on improving its digital offerings, along with integrating AI-driven skincare consultations and also personalized wellness plans in order to provide stability to its maturity stage. Hence it was observed that these initiatives have strengthened customer loyalty for the firm and brand positioning. These practices as a result showed that Superdrug’s efforts have not only increased customer satisfaction but sales growth as well outperforming its market competitors.
5. Decline Stage
For the declining products and services, Superdrug uses strategies of product discontinuation, rebranding or repositioning. The company manages the online competition by leveraging the strengths and exploring the new revenue stream, such as the health and wellness services. Superdrug has been by such approach in retaining its competitive advantage in a retail environment that is increasingly fast moving.
[bookmark: _Toc193110084]Lloyds Pharmacy
1. Pre-Launch Stage
LloydsPharmacy carries out considerable research on the market before introducing any new product or service. They focus on possibilities in digital healthcare including online prescription service and AI help with consultations to match preference or demand from the consumers (retailtechinnovationhub.com 2025).
2. Introduction Stage
The company, with the base of strong branding, enters the market with link to McKesson Group in its supply chain efficiency. It brings in competitive services like in store GP services to attract initial consumers.
3. Growth Stage
LloydsPharmacy broadens its reach through acquisitions, partnership and the digital innovations. For examples LloydsPharmacy expands its digital healthcare offering through new VideoGP service. Hence with the implications of the new LloydsPharmacy VideoGP service, patients are now able to access a GP appointment in as little as 30 minutes, seven days a week.  It gets an online presence, integrated with services for home delivery, and extends its private healthcare providing range of services with flu vaccinations and dermatology consultations. These changes have significantly enhanced its growth in the market (Williams, 2021).
4. Maturity Stage
Omnichannel is used by the company to optimize operations, grow digital prescription, and improve customer experience. It is differentiated by personalized health plan and targeted marketing (retailtechinnovationhub.com 2025). With the increasing competition in the market LloydsPharmacy has partnered with Mapp the leading provider of insight-led customer experiences. This has been done aiming the goal of delivering exceptional service for customers across all channels at scale. This is why LloydsPharmacy needed to unify its unconnected data sets and profiles in one safe and secure place. This significantly benefitted the business to acquire increased channel adoption, including social media and display advertising (mapp.com (2022). LloydsPharmacy has selected its insight-led solution to integrate customer intelligence at the heart of its marketing.5. Decline Stage
With online pharmacies competing and customers becoming more used to online shopping, LloydsPharmacy plans on closing poor performing stores, guide business towards e-commerce and reduce focus on its high street services.
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This research presents a range of strategic PLC management for UK's competitive pharmacy retail industry. In this case Boots Pharmacy, Superdrug and LloydsPharmacy serve as useful examples of how businesses undergo innovation, competitive pricing strategy and service expansion to grow. Follower Superdrug and Lloyds Pharmacy, though not as dominant as Boots are, take advantage of cost elasticity and service differentiation. By understanding these dynamics businesses have an opportunity to predict market movement, increase customer retention, and survive in an industry. The PLC strategy that is well executed directs how resilient a company is for long term sustainability and long term adaptability to a digital and a customer driven retail environment. This research effectively highlighted the dynamic interplay between Pioneer and follower strategies in structuring business success. Effective PLC strategies consisting continuous product improvement, digital transformation and customer loyalty programs are able to drive sustainable growth. The comparative analysis of these businesses also highlight the importance of agility, strategic decision making And consumer sent it approaches in order to maintain a strong market presence. Hence Businesses are required to evolve with industry Trends and remain competitive in an ever changing market landscape whether they are a Pioneer or follower.
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