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In this article, the author examines 

pricing strategies for Broadway’s hot-

test show – “Hamilton” – and dem-

onstrates the importance of using dy-

namic and demand based pricing in 

business, as today’s consumers are ac-

cepting that market-based prices are 

now the norm. Rafi Mohammed is the 

founder of Culture of Profit LLC, and 

author of The 1% Windfall: How 

Successful Companies Use Profit to 

Profit and Grow. He can be reached 

at rafi@cultureofprofit.com. This ar-

ticle originally appeared on the Har-

vard Business Review (HBR.org) and 

the New York Times.

Hamilton’s $849 Tickets  
Are Priced Too Low

Hoping to catch the smash 
Broadway hit Hamilton in 
the near future? Good luck: 
Even as the anniversary of 

its opening approaches, there remains a 
frenzy to buy tickets.  
 
The musical about founding father Al-
exander Hamilton recently won 11 
Tony awards, including Best Musical, 
bolstering its list of accolades, which 
also include a Grammy Award and Pu-
litzer Prize. Its level of acclaim has 
even reached the White House, with 
First Lady Michelle Obama proclaim-
ing Hamilton is “the best piece of art in 

any form I have ever seen in my life.” As 
a result, the producers of Hamilton are 
scrambling to find the right pricing strat-
egy to handle demand.

What’s clear is that recent prices, 
starting at $549 for premium seats 
and $139 for regular seats, are signifi-
cantly lower than what the public is 
willing to pay. The result? A paradise 
for scalpers. 

The New York Times estimates scalpers 
earn up to $60 million annually from 
reselling Hamilton tickets. Estimates of 
the average resale price hover around 
$1,000 per ticket. Asking prices for some 
performances were even higher, routinely 
in the $3,000-$4,000 range and close to 
$10,000 per ticket for the last show be-
fore creator Lin-Manuel Miranda exited 
the cast in July.

To capitalize on this strong de-
mand, Hamilton’s producers raised 
ticket prices for newly scheduled 2017 
performances. Now the top ticket price 
is $849 (for 200 premium tickets) and 
the remaining 1,075 regular seats range 
from $179-$199. Jeffrey Seller, the lead 
producer of Hamilton, unabashedly ex-
plained that he has a fiduciary respon-
sibility to investors to boost prices since 
the market has demonstrated that tickets 
were underpriced.

A ho-hum, across-the-board price 
boost is a baby step in the right direc-
tion. But, at least for the moment, these 
prices are still too low. Given the aver-
age resale price of roughly $1,000 (and 
that was before Hamilton won 11 Tony 
awards), there’s still plenty of margin for 
resellers to gorge on.

Fixed prices also prevent Hamilton from 
adapting to nuances in demand. De-
mand is likely stronger for Saturday 
evening performances, compared to 
Wednesday matinees, and this should be 

reflected in price. Similarly, demand is 
probably higher during the pleasant fall 
weather, relative to the dregs of summer. 
Fixed prices don’t adjust to these shifts 
in value. 

Finally, it’s inevitable that as more people 
see the musical (on Broadway, via tour-
ing companies, and through indefinite 
runs in major cities), demand will cool. 
Advertising like “we’ve dropped our 
previously bloated fixed prices” to boost 
sales can taint Hamilton’s brand.

So what should Hamilton have done? 
Take a cue from other sellers of perish-
able products with fixed capacities — in-
dustries such as airlines, hotels, and car 
rentals — and employ dynamic pricing. 
Software-based algorithms constantly 
change prices to align with demand fluc-
tuations. Think of each performance as 
an individual airline flight — prices are 
optimized for each show time. Thus, just 
as travelers do when booking an airline 
ticket, theatergoers can check various 
performances and choose the price that 
works best for them.

Since dynamically set prices mirror de-
mand, presto: Hamilton’s problems are 
solved. Prices will skyrocket when de-
mand is overwhelming and differ be-
tween performances — and when the 
time eventually comes, tickets can be 
discounted with grace.

You would think that Hamilton’s high 
prices would rip the scab off the polar-
izing debate in the arts community over 
profit and equal accessibility regardless 
of income. What’s shocking is the lack of 
consumer backlash: nary a bad word has 
been uttered.

In tandem with the show’s price in-
crease, Hamilton’s producers have trum-
peted their initiatives to provide low-
price tickets. For each performance, 
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21–46 prime seats are sold 
via lottery for $10 each. 
Price breaks are also pro-
vided to 20,000 high 
schoolers annually. While 
that’s good and altruistic, 
my point is that Hamil-
ton doesn’t need to offer 
these discounts as a pre-
cursor to charging higher, 
market-based prices. If 
these discounts weren’t in 
place, would theatergoers 
stop buying Hamilton tick-
ets? I doubt it.

We have entered a new era: one in 
which consumers understand mar-
ket-based prices. Consumers are sur-
rounded by businesses in their daily lives 
— Uber, Disney, sports teams, Ama-
zon — that blatantly flex prices to be 
in sync with demand. It’s telling that in 
the rock concert industry, where mu-

sicians have been loath to raise prices 
out of fear of being accused of gouging 
fans, VIP prices are becoming the norm. 
Bruce Springsteen recently decided to 
sell platinum seats (costing up to $500 
each) for a set of summer U.S. concerts. 
This is a surprise since Springsteen has 
long portrayed himself as an egalitarian 
who made all tickets affordable to his 
fans and as a staunch opponent of scalp-

ing. Yet there’s been no 
major backlash from fans. 
A new generation of music 
fans have accepted market 
prices too. Teen sensation 
Taylor Swift offers a bevy 
of VIP concert packages, 
with the top price ap-
proaching $500.

The pricing challenges fac-
ing Hamilton highlight 
two important lessons for 
all businesses. First, de-

mand varies for products, so businesses 
should employ tactics to accordingly ad-
just prices. A sophisticated dynamic pric-
ing strategy isn’t always necessary; peak 
and off-peak prices as well as premium 
options are good “first cuts.” Second, 
sellers should be less fearful of setting 
high prices. As Springsteen has come to 
realize, consumers accept that market-
based prices are now the norm.
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