Setting the Right Price at the Right Time
Companies are finding big wins by using customer perceptions of value in their pricing models.
by Theodore Kinni
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customers need well enough so that you can produce a
cost-effective offering is not necessarily the same thing.”
Nagle finds that more U.S. companies have been taking
a cue from the Japanese approach to pricing. “They are
starting to design products to meet a price point rather
than setting prices to cover the costs,” he says. This is relevant even to how Medicines turned around Angiomax.
Although Medicines did not design the drug per se, the
company drastically redesigned the process to produce it.
Early in the development process, the company determined that it would need to reduce significantly the selling
price of the new drug. Thus it outsourced the manufacturing of the drug and invested almost $10 million in designing a production process that helped reduce Angiomax’s
cost by 60%.
In addition to integrating pricing and product development, some firms are attacking new product pricing with a
cross-functional approach. Earlier in his career, John
Hogan, a senior pricer at Strategic Pricing Group and professor of marketing strategy at Boston College’s W.E.
Carroll School of Management, worked for General
Motors. “For years at GM, all the pricing decisions were
made by the corporate financial staff and marketing was
notified of what the new price would be,” he says.
The problem with that model, he notes, is that no single
function in an organization has all the information needed
to establish the optimal price. So instead of allowing one
function to impose a price on the entire organization,
companies should establish pricing councils to ensure that
different perspectives are taken into account.
“The idea of the pricing council or the pricing committee is that you draw in these people cross-functionally,”
says Nagle. “You have representatives from sales and from
marketing. You would be talking to the people involved in
the design and the people in finance and operations. The
job of sales and marketing is to identify the value to the

PRICING’S IMPACT ON THE BOTTOM LINE
A 1% increase in price doesn’t sound very impressive—
until you consider that the additional revenue goes
straight to the bottom line.
Thus, in 2002, a 1% price increase across Microsoft’s
product line would have added 3.6% to net income. At
Biogen, such a price increase would have added 4.8%
to net income. At Boeing, which in 2002 reported only
$239 million in profit on revenues of $54 billion, a 1%
price increase across the board would have added
109% to net income.
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customer. The job of finance and operations should be to
define the rules by which the price has to be set. Those rules
are the tradeoffs you make to be profitable.”

Understand the product’s value from the
customer’s perspective
One major limitation of cost-plus pricing is that it doesn’t
take customers into account. Segway, the innovative
human transporter invented by Dean Kamen that inspired
a media frenzy in 2001, provides an excellent example of
what can happen when customers don’t get enough attention in the pricing process.
Segway was developed in an atmosphere of extreme
secrecy driven by the fear that potential competitors might
steal the technology that enables the vehicle to move in
response to how the rider leans. “When I was there, they
had almost no marketing research,” says Steve Kemper, the
journalist who wrote Code Name Ginger (Harvard Business School Press, 2003) based on his inside access to the
project. “They showed it to some [of the employees’]
spouses. They also showed it to a small group called the
Boston Riders Panel, which was made up of trusted friends
of people involved with the project. They did ask them
about the price and it depended completely on whether the
person had any kind of technical background at all. If they
did, they thought it would be expensive. If they didn’t, they
thought it would be cheap. In other words, it was not very
useful.”
In place of customer input, cost became the major basis
for Segway’s price. As the innovative technology and engineering drove up the cost of making the product and
investors demanded a higher ROI, the selling price of
Segway’s consumer model rose from what Kemper reports
was “a few thousand dollars” to $4,950, too hefty a price for
a product that many people think of as a sophisticated
scooter. As a result, the company was forced to postpone the
launch of its consumer model and concentrated instead on
the more expensive commercial model. Furthermore, the
company’s first-year sales estimates of 50,000 to 100,000
units and venture capitalist John Doerr’s prediction that
Segway LLC would grow to $1 billion in sales faster than any
startup in history proved well off the mark.
Customer input might have revealed the flaws in Segway’s pricing plan. Recognition that customer input is critical in determining price point is a big reason why the
concept of value-based pricing has emerged. The Medicines Company, for example, invested in a series of studies
to establish the exact costs that hospitals incurred by using
heparin instead of Angiomax.
Some companies try to understand this value by simply
asking customers. But customers often do not understand
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the value of new products, particularly revolutionary ones.
In these situations, pricers must understand the customers
as well as the product. In a business-to-business environment, “if customers are not in a position to understand
your product, you have to understand their business,” says
Strategic Pricing Group’s Nagle. “So you use a technique
like depth interviewing, which involves not asking them
about your product but asking them about their business.
Find out how it is that they make money, and then understand how your technology could have an impact on how
they make money.”
The ultimate goal is to identify the product’s value
drivers—i.e., those benefits that the product delivers to the
customer. “In the process,” he says, “you are going to identify six or eight value drivers. Our experience is that you
should simplify the world a little bit and focus on the two
or three most critical value drivers and that is going to be
sufficient to push the process along. You don’t want to boil
the ocean.”

Manage the customer’s willingness to pay
A company can set a price for a new product once it understands its value, but before it can realize that price in the
marketplace it must convince customers that the value
actually exists. “This whole question is something that is
facing the Segway scooter these days,” HBS’s Gourville
says. “I think that people look at it and say, ‘Boy, that is a

neat device.’ But then the benefit issue really comes in, and
they say, ‘But what am I really going to use that for and at
$5,000, is it all that much better than my existing alternatives?’ So you are getting it at two levels. There is a high
sticker price and then there is some level of ambiguity with
the product benefits.”
The Medicines Company, on the other hand, aggressively managed what Gourville calls “the customer’s willingness to buy.” Before the FDA approved Angiomax, the
company was already educating health care professionals
about the potential hidden costs of using heparin. It
crafted marketing messages that spoke to the different concerns of the doctors, pharmacists, and administrators who
would be purchasing the drug. And it sought to create
advocates for the drug by inviting leaders in cardiology and
their families on weekend trips that featured eight hours of
presentations.
“The last piece here,” Boston College’s Hogan says, “is
you have to design a strategy or an approach for communicating the value that you have created. It is incumbent on
you to craft a message that you can put in the hands of your
sales force to sell the value that you have created.” ◆

Williamsburg, Va.–based writer Theodore Kinni has written or
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