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1. Pioneers vs. Followers: A Strategic Decision in Business and Marketing  

Introduction 

In today's competitive business environment, one of the most important decisions 

companies make is choosing the right time to introduce a product, technology, or service. 

A business must decide whether it wants to: Be a Pioneer - This means being the first 

company to bring a new innovation to the market. It involves high risks but also great 

rewards if the company succeeds. Be a Follower - This means entering the market after 

the pioneer(Rashidi-Sabet & Madhavaram, 2022), learning from its mistakes, and offering 

a better, improved, or more affordable version of the product. Both strategies come with 

their own set of advantages and challenges. Some of the most successful companies in 

the world today—Apple, Tesla, Amazon, Samsung, Google, and Microsoft—have used 

both the pioneer and follower strategies at different points to achieve market leadership. 

To decide whether to be a pioneer or a follower, companies must consider several factors, 

including Market demand - Is there a real need for the product? Are consumers ready for 

it? Technology and infrastructure - Can the company develop the necessary technology 

to sustain the product(Ray & Sharma, 2020)? Competition - How many competitors exist, 

and how strong are they? Financial resources - Can the company afford to take the risks 

involved in pioneering a product? 

1.1 Advantages of Being a Pioneer 

A pioneer company is the first one to enter a new market with a product or technology. 

Being first allows the company to set industry standards, create a strong brand, and gain 

a competitive edge. While being a first-mover does not guarantee long-term success, it 

does provide a strong starting point. By creating a niche in the primary market and building 

strong relationships with customer and companies can position themselves for lasting 

success in their own industries. However, it also comes with challenges, such as high 

research and development costs and market uncertainty(Bagley et al., 2020). Let's 

explore the main advantages of being a pioneer and how successful companies have 

leveraged this strategy. 

 



 3 

A. First-Mover Advantage (FMA) 

One of the biggest benefits of being a pioneer is having the first-mover advantage. This 

means the company sets the rules of the market, establishes the pricing structure, and 

defines what consumers expect from the product.  

Example: When Apple launched the first iPhone in 2007, it completely changed the way 

people viewed mobile phones(Huo & Parmar, 2020). Before the iPhone, phones had 

keyboards and small screens. Apple introduced a touchscreen-only interface, making 

physical keyboards obsolete. Today, every smartphone company follows Apple's design, 

proving how pioneers can define industry trends. 

B. Strong Brand Recognition and Customer Loyalty 

Since pioneers are the first in the market, they have an opportunity to build brand trust 

and loyalty before competitors arrive. Customers often associate being first with being the 

best, even when competitors later introduce better products(Özturan & Grinstein, 2022).  

Example: Coca-Cola is one of the best examples of this advantage. It was one of the first 

soft drink brands to be marketed globally. Even though there are many competitors like 

Pepsi, Sprite, and Dr Pepper, Coca-Cola remains the most recognized and preferred 

brand worldwide. 

C. Exclusive Access to Resources 

Pioneers get first access to key resources, such as the best suppliers, distribution 

networks, and talented employees. Once they establish themselves, it becomes difficult 

for new competitors to break into the market. 

Example: Tesla was the first company to introduce high-performance electric cars at a 

commercial level. One of the biggest challenges in the EV (Electric Vehicle) market is 

building a charging station network. Tesla, being a pioneer, established its own charging 

stations long before competitors entered the market (Ahmad et al., 2021). Today, it is 

difficult for other EV companies to catch up because Tesla already controls much of the 

infrastructure. 
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D. Price Leadership and Profitability 

Since pioneers create the market, they can charge premium prices and enjoy high profits 

before competition forces prices down. 

 Example: Dyson was the first company to develop a bagless vacuum cleaner. Since no 

one else had this technology, Dyson was able to set its own price and sell its vacuum 

cleaners at a premium price, making them a luxury product rather than just a household 

necessity. 

 

E. Patents and Legal Protection 

Being the first to introduce a new product means the company can file patents, preventing 

competitors from copying their innovation for a certain period(Filatotchev et al., 2023). 

Example: Pfizer was the first company to develop an mRNA-based COVID-19 vaccine. 

By filing patents, it secured an early market monopoly, making it one of the top-selling 

pharmaceutical products in history.  
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1.2. Advantages of Being a Follower 

While pioneering a market can be exciting and rewarding, it is also risky, expensive, and 

full of uncertainties. Many successful companies have achieved dominance not by being 

the first but by being smart followers—entering the market after pioneers and learning 

from their experiences. The concept of ‘‘first mover advantage’’ was popularized in a 1988 

paper by Stanford Business School professor David Montgomery and which he co-

authored with Marvin Lieberman. Silicon Valley startups soon began using the phrase to 

justify a patriarchal approach to business growth during the dotcom bubble. Followers 

can observe market trends, analyze customer feedback, and identify gaps that pioneers 

may have overlooked. This allows them to refine products, lower costs, and enter the 

market with a stronger competitive edge(Ray & Sharma, 2020). Let's explore the key 

advantages of being a follower and how companies have used this strategy to achieve 

long-term success.  

A. Learning from the Pioneer's Mistakes 

One of the most significant advantages of being a follower is the ability to analyze and 

learn from the mistakes and shortcomings of the pioneer. Pioneers often face unexpected 

challenges, such as: Technical issues in product design, Customer dissatisfaction due to 

unrefined features, Regulatory or legal hurdles, Incorrect pricing strategies, Lack of 

market readiness, Followers can enter the market at the right time, addressing these 

issues while avoiding costly errors(Szalavetz, 2019). By studying the weaknesses of the 

pioneer, followers can make strategic improvements that make their product more 

appealing and efficient. Pioneers often face uncharted territory and make mistakes that 

can be very costly in terms of time, resources, and reputation. Followers can learn from 

these mistakes and avoid them, leading to more efficient and effective outcomes. 

Example: Facebook vs. MySpace & Friendster 

Before Facebook became the giant it is today, there were other social networking sites 

like MySpace and Friendster. MySpace, in particular, had a strong early presence but 

failed due to: Poor user experience (messy interface, slow performance), Over-reliance 

on advertising, which annoyed users, Weak security and privacy policies(Huikkola et al., 
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2025). Facebook learned from these mistakes and launched a simpler, cleaner, and more 

secure social media platform. By ensuring better user engagement, strong privacy 

settings, and a smarter algorithm, Facebook quickly overtook MySpace and became the 

world's leading social media platform. 

B. Lower Research & Development (R&D) and Marketing Costs 

Pioneers invest a huge amount of money in researching and developing a new product. 

This includes: Conducting market research, Investing in technology and innovation, 

Building prototypes, Running advertising campaigns to create awareness. However, 

followers do not need to spend as much because the pioneer has already done the 

groundwork(Foss & Klein, 2024). Instead of spending millions (or even billions) on trial 

and error, followers can analyze what worked and refine the existing product for a much 

lower cost. Additionally, pioneers often need to educate customers about a new product 

or technology, which can be very expensive. Followers benefit because by the time they 

enter, customers are already familiar with the product. This means they spend less on 

marketing while still reaching a wider audience. 

 

C. Improved and More Refined Products 

Followers have the advantage of observing the pioneer's product and making necessary 

improvements before launching their own version. Instead of rushing to market, they take 

time to: Identify flaws or inefficiencies in the pioneer's product, Improve design, 
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functionality, and performance, Optimize pricing and affordability Address customer 

complaints and unmet needs(Kim SAMPSON & Virimai MUGOBO, 2023). By the time a 

follower enters the market, they offer a more polished, user-friendly product that often 

performs better than the pioneer's version. 

Example: Google vs. Yahoo & AltaVista 

D. Targeting New and Untapped Market Segments 

Pioneers often focus on premium customers or specific market segments, leaving gaps 

for followers to enter and serve different demographics. Followers can: Lower prices to 

attract budget-conscious consumers Introduce product variations tailored to different 

customer needs(Rashidi-Sabet & Madhavaram, 2022). Expand into international markets 

that pioneers neglected, Offer additional features that appeal to a wider audience. 

 E. Avoiding Market Uncertainty 

Pioneers take huge risks because they do not know whether a product will be successful. 

They invest millions in launching a product, but if customers do not accept it, they suffer 

heavy losses. Followers wait until the market is established before entering, reducing the 

risk of failure. They know: Whether customers like the product, What features work best, 

How much people are willing to pay(Huo & Parmar, 2020). This makes it easier for them 

to position their product correctly and maximize success. 

Example: Zoom vs. Skype & Google Meet 

Before Zoom became popular, there were already several video conferencing platforms, 

including Skype, Google Meet, and WebEx. However, these pioneers had issues: Skype 

had connectivity problems and poor call quality,  Google Meet had a complex user 

interface, WebEx was mainly used by businesses, not individuals, Zoom entered the 

market later but focused on simplicity, better video quality, and easy accessibility. It quickly 

became the preferred platform for online meetings, especially during the COVID-19 

pandemic. While pioneers take the credit for introducing new ideas, followers have the 

advantage of entering the market with a stronger, refined, and cost-effective 

strategy(Bagley et al., 2020). Followers learn from pioneers' mistakes and avoid costly 
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errors. They spend less on research & development by improving existing products. They 

launch more refined products with better features and functionality. They target new 

market segments that pioneers ignored. They avoid uncertainty and enter the market only 

when success is more likely. The real question is not who enters first, but who 

understands the market better and provides the best product at the right time. In many 

cases, the follower strategy is more sustainable and profitable in the long run.  

2. Product Life Cycle Strategies Used by Successful Pioneers and Followers to 
Increase Growth and Maintain Competitive Advantage 

 Every product goes through a natural cycle known as the Product Life Cycle (PLC), which 

consists of four stages: Introduction, Growth, Maturity, and Decline. Each stage presents 

different challenges and opportunities for businesses. For companies that choose to be 

pioneers, the main focus is on innovation, branding, and market leadership. They take 

the risk of introducing something completely new and must educate customers about their 

product(Bagley et al., 2020).  For companies that act as followers, the goal is to learn 

from the pioneers' mistakes, improve the product, and capture market share in a more 

cost-effective way. They enter after the product concept is already accepted and optimize 

their strategies to gain an advantage. Every product, no matter how innovative, goes 

through a life cycle—just like humans. It starts as something new, grows in popularity, 

matures with competition, and eventually either fades away or transforms into something 

new. This process is called the Product Life Cycle (PLC), and it has four main stages: 

Introduction Stage - The product is brand new, and the company works hard to make 

people aware of it. Growth Stage - More people start buying it, and the company expands 

its reach(Rashidi-Sabet & Madhavaram, 2022). Maturity Stage - Sales slowdown because 

competitors enter the market. The company must keep improving or find new 

customers.Decline Stage - Demand for the product drops. The company either reinvents 

it or lets it fade away. 



 9 

 

Let's break down the different strategies used by pioneers and followers at each stage of 

the Product Life Cycle.  

Strategies Used by Pioneer Companies 

Pioneers have the advantage of being first, but they also carry the burden of creating the 

market from scratch. The most successful pioneers understand that they must keep 

innovating and adapting throughout the Product Life Cycle(Kim SAMPSON & Virimai 

MUGOBO, 2023). Here's how some industry leaders did it: 

Netflix - The Pioneer of Streaming Services 

Introduction Stage - Netflix started as a DVD rental service, then pioneered streaming 

when the internet became faster. Growth Stage - It expanded into original content (Netflix 

Originals) and entered global markets. Maturity Stage - With increased competition, 

Netflix diversified by offering interactive content (Black Mirror: Bandersnatch), gaming, 

and international shows. Decline Stage - Instead of declining, Netflix is pivoting to 

advertising-supported subscriptions and live sports streaming to keep its user base 

engaged. 

Strategies Used by Follower Companies 

Followers enter after pioneers but often overtake them by using better pricing, features, 

or marketing strategies. Let's examine some successful follower companies: 
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 Zoom - The Follower That Beat Skype in Video Conferencing 

Introduction Stage - Skype and WebEx were already dominant, but Zoom entered the 

market with a simpler, user-friendly interface. Growth Stage - Zoom scaled rapidly during 

the COVID-19 pandemic, offering better video quality and breakout room features. 

Maturity Stage - It introduced features like virtual backgrounds, AI-powered captions(Kim 

SAMPSON & Virimai MUGOBO, 2023), and webinar tools to differentiate itself. Decline 

Stage - To avoid decline, Zoom is moving into enterprise collaboration tools and AI-driven 

virtual meetings. 

Spotify - The Smart Follower in Music Streaming 

Introduction Stage - Apple iTunes already existed, but Spotify entered the market with a 

freemium model where users could listen for free with ads. Growth Stage - Spotify 

expanded globally and partnered with artists, influencers, and podcasts. Maturity Stage - 

It introduced personalized playlists, AI-generated recommendations, and high-fidelity 

audio. Decline Stage - Spotify prevents decline by offering exclusive content (podcasts, 

audiobooks) and exploring AI-driven features. 

Examples of Companies Supporting These Strategies 

In the world of business, both pioneers and followers have achieved remarkable success 

by using different strategies. Pioneers take the lead by introducing something completely 

new, while followers study what pioneers have done and find ways to improve, adapt, or 

offer better alternatives(Foss & Klein, 2024). Let's take a detailed look at how some of the 

most successful companies in the world have used these strategies to dominate their 

respective industries. 

Success Stories of Pioneer Companies  

While pioneers take the first step, followers often study the market, refine the product, 

and sometimes even surpass the original pioneer. Many successful companies were not 

first, but they became leaders by executing better strategies.   

Zoom (Video Conferencing)  
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Before Zoom, companies like Skype, WebEx, and Google Meet were already in the video 

conferencing business. However, none of them were perfect. 

How Zoom became a successful follower: 

Simplified the user experience. Unlike Skype, which required account creation and 

software downloads, Zoom made it easy: Click a link, join a meeting. Reliable quality, 

Zoom provided higher-quality video and audio than its competitors(Filatotchev et al., 

2023). Focus on business and education. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, schools, 

universities, and offices needed an easy-to-use tool—Zoom became the default choice. 

Freemium model Zoom allowed free 40-minute meetings, attracting millions of new users 

who later upgraded to paid plans. 

Impact: Even though Skype existed long before Zoom, Zoom became the world's most 

popular video conferencing app during the pandemic.  

Conclusion 

When businesses decide whether to be a pioneer or a follower, they must carefully 

analyze multiple factors, such as their ability to take risks, market demand, technological 

advancements, competition, and financial strength. There is no one-size-fits-all approach, 

as both strategies come with their own set of benefits and challenges. Being a pioneer 

means taking on the huge responsibility of introducing something completely new. These 

companies set the foundation for an industry, define customer expectations, and establish 

brand loyalty before anyone else. However, the risk of failure is extremely high. If 

customers are not ready for the product or if the technology is not yet stable, the pioneer 

might struggle to survive. Many pioneers fail because they run out of money, face 

production challenges, or struggle to educate the market about their innovation. 
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