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Recent reports indicate that The Walt 
Disney Company is considering imple-
menting surge pricing for theme park 
admission to take advantage of high 
demand periods. Although some critics 
consider these types of tactics to be price 
gouging, as this article explores, these 
pricing strategies not only give less price 
sensitive customers more choice, but 
also activate dormant customers. Rafi 
Mohammed is the founder of Culture 
of Profit LLC, and author of the The 
1% Windfall: How Successful Com-
panies Use Profit to Profit and Grow. 
This article originally appeared on the 
Harvard Business Review web site at 
HBR.org.

Of Course Disney Should Use  
Surge Pricing at Its Theme Parks 

The Walt Disney Company 
is reportedly considering im-
plementing surge pricing at its 
various theme parks. Admis-

sion to Disneyland in Anaheim, CA, for 
instance, is currently $99 for any day of 
the week. The rumored pricing plan in-
volves offering Gold ($115), Silver ($105), 
and Bronze ($99) ticket options that are 
priced based on anticipated demand. 
Gold would be good for admission any 
day of the week; Silver ($105) would be 
for off-peak weekdays and weekends; 
Bronze ($99) would get you in on select 
off-peak weekends.

Implementing demand-based pricing 
strategies at Disneyland, or any theme 
park for that matter, simply makes sense. 
Raising prices during popular times such 
as Fourth of July weekend capitalizes 
on higher consumer valuations. Is this 
gouging? Some observers think so, and 
companies such as Uber have faced criti-
cism for so-called “surge pricing.” But if 
customers are willing to pay more in cer-
tain instances, I vote for accepting this 
“free money.”

One refinement I’d consider making to 

the rumored Disney pricing plan is re-
ducing the lowest Bronze plan price. It’s 
worth investigating whether a signifi-
cantly lower price can activate “dormant 
customers” to fill the park on otherwise 
sparse days. By dormant customers, I 
mean those who are interested in com-
ing to the theme park, but haven’t done 
so because the price has been too high. 
By offering deeper discounts on off-peak 
days, customers who otherwise would 
not have enjoyed Disneyland could 
now do so. This would result in growth. 
Since theme parks are high fixed cost/
low variable cost entities, revenue from 
discount-enticed new customers is virtu-
ally all profit, or free money. These newly 
activated “dormant customers” would 
also likely show up hungry and snap up 
souvenirs, resulting in more free money.

Using discounts to activate dormant cus-
tomers can be highly effective. Randy’s 
Car Wash, located across the street from 
the Harvard Business Review’s office, 
offers a $5.99 wash special on Tuesdays. 
Shazam: demand is so strong on some 
Tuesdays that a police officer has to di-
rect traffic. The upside of discounting for 
Randy is, again, free money.

Having a lower price option as part of a 
surge pricing strategy provides a great re-
buttal to potential pushback on premium 
prices: “Yes, we’ve raised prices on popu-
lar days, but you now have the option 
to visit at a much lower price on certain 
days.” Framing pricing options in this 
manner makes a price increase more pal-
atable. Instead of forcing a “take it or leave 
it” decision, customers tend to feel bet-
ter because they’ve chosen to pay more: “I 
had the opportunity to get a lower price, 
but I decided to pay more because that 
option was more convenient for me.”

There are plenty of other industries – 
such as restaurants, barbershops, and 
health clubs – that can also benefit from 
surge pricing. Surge pricing has typi-
cally been used in industries with perish-

able goods (e.g., hotel rooms), but it can 
be used any time when demand varies. 
Should beer prices at the TD Garden be 
higher at a rowdy Boston Bruins game 
than when a traveling circus is using the 
arena? I think so.

Another instance when surge pricing can 
be used is in cases of fluctuating supply. 
Restaurants, for example, often charge 
“market price” for seafood entrees to 
reflect varying supply conditions. Uber 
argues surge pricing increases the supply 
of its drivers (attracted to the opportu-
nity to earn more money), which better 
serves customers. I visit a neighborhood 
where four gas stations are located in 
close proximity and compete vigorously 
on price. However, only one of these sta-
tions is open 24 hours. Should the all-
night gas station raise prices every eve-
ning between 11 PM – 6 AM when its 
competitors are closed? Yup, I think so.

Managers are often wary of raising prices 
during times of high demand because 
they fear a consumer backlash. It’s a fair 
concern, but it’s worth noting that con-
sumers are becoming desensitized to 
surge pricing, as high/low pricing is be-
ing used more often in more industries. 
If well-known companies that are fiercely 
protective of their brands are contem-
plating (and using) surge pricing, other 
companies are probably good to go. And 
of course, another way to view this strat-
egy is instead of raising prices, you are 
offering discounts during low-demand 
periods.

Back in economics 101, we were taught 
that every company faces a demand 
curve for its products and services. The 
reality is this demand curve is not static: 
there are times when demand is higher 
and other times when it is lower. Surge 
pricing enables companies to capture 
additional profit when demand is high 
and just as importantly, provide dis-
counts to generate growth during off-
peak periods.
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