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How to Find Out What Customers Will Pay
Want to find out how much your cus-
tomers are willing to pay? Just ask them! 
While you can’t come out and directly 
say “how much will you pay,” this ar-
ticle provides insights on how to indi-
rectly ask these crucial questions. Rafi 
Mohammed is the founder of Culture 
of Profit LLC, a Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts-based company that works 
with businesses to help develop and 
improve their pricing strategy, and au-
thor of the Pricing for Profit Blog. He 
can be reached at rafi@cultureofprofit.
com.This article originally appeared in 
the Harvard Business Review blog at 
HBR.org.

It’s one of the most fundamental 
decisions that every business must 
make: What price should I charge? 
The right answer to that question 

is a company should charge “what the 
market will bear” — in other words, the 
highest price that customers will pay.

Unfortunately, few companies use this 
approach. Instead, prices are usually 
set using “that’s the way we always do 
it” processes such as markingup costs, 
matching competitors, hallway discus
sions, and backoftheenvelope calcula
tions.

Sound familiar? While easy to com
pute, these methods don’t incorporate 
the most important component of set
ting a price — an understanding of how 
much customers will pay. As a result, 
these prices have no correlation to what 

the market will bear. This leads to lost 
profits.

So how do you find out how much your 
customers will pay? It’s simple: Ask 
them.

Of course, you can’t ask customers di
rectly how much they are willing to pay 
— they’ll likely shade the truth (by giv
ing a lower price) to their benefit. That 
said, there are a variety of ways to better 
understand how your customers think 
about your price. In my work, I often 
interview customers, seeking to identify 
“areas of disconnect” — profit opportu
nities — where customers view pricing 
differently than management.

Here are the “secrets” you should use 
to better understand how customers 
think about pricing:

First, position the interview as a cus-
tomer satisfaction survey. Your goal 
is to understand what customers like or 
value about your product or service and 
gain insights that will better serve them 
in the future. Customers appreciate be
ing asked how they can be better served 
and often become chatty.

Next, ask a series of general satisfac-
tion questions and be sure to include 
the following pricing-related ques-
tions:

1. What rival products did they consider 
purchasing? If customers tell you they 
do not bother to look at other prod
ucts, this is a clear signal of an op
portunity to raise price. Alternatively, 
those who consider several alternatives 
are likely to be more pricesensitive. 
This question is the start of creating 
a pricingrelated customer segmenta
tion — identifying characteristics of 
customers who care about price and 

those who don’t. In a B2B environ
ment where prices are individually ne
gotiated, this segmentation is critical 
to determining the right price for each 
customer.

2. What do they think about your price: 
too high or too low? Don’t probe too 
much — simply ask and listen. Some 
interviewees will discuss at great 
length while others will clam up. Take 
what you can get on this question and 
move on.

3. Ask what other features they would 
like to be added to the product. These 
insights will help companies bet
ter understand what customers value 
— and what they’re willing to pay a 
premium for. This can lead to innova
tion: new addon offerings as well as 
goodbetterbest versions. I always like 
to ask what insurance options custom
ers would value too.

4. Ask what they like and don’t like 
about your pricing strategy. This 
openended question provides inter
viewees an opportunity to discuss 
pricing.

5. Ask if they like the way they purchase 
your products or if there are other 
ways they would prefer to buy your 
product. Most companies sell prod
ucts using à la carte pricing — pay 
per transaction. But there are many 
other innovative pricing techniques 
that can be used to sell a product (e.g., 
twopart, allyoucaneat, guaranteed 
future price, success fee, rental, lease, 
etc.). If customers prefer a different 
method of setting prices, be open to 
meeting their needs.

Answers to these five basic questions 
lay the foundation for new profit and 
growth pricing initiatives.




