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Breaking the Code of  
0 or 9 Price Endings

Sandra Naipaul and H.G. Parsa 
wrote an insightful article entitled 
“Menu Endings That Commu-
nicate Value and Quality” pub-

lished in the Cornell Hotel Restaurant 
and Restaurant Administration Quar-
terly. Their research found that consum-
ers tend to associate prices ending with 
a “0” as indicative of quality and those 
ending in a “9” as reflecting good value. 
And what’s interesting is that we see these 
price ending associations in practice. For 
example, uber chef Wolfgang Puck ends 
all of the menu prices at his famous Bev-
erly Hills restaurant, Spago, in “0.” Con-
versely, The Ninety Nine chain of family 
restaurants is known for serving “great 
food and great drink at a terrific price.” 

The seller’s perspective is interesting to 
note when a line of prices is offered, 
some ending in 0’s and others in 9’s. For 
example, a few years ago Pete Cucchi-
ara, owner of Uncle Pete’s Hickory Ribs, 
priced the barbecue entrees for his res-
taurant. Pete uses a “secret,” three-day 
process involving hickory, oak, and apple 
wood smoke to make his famous ribs. 
He is a big believer in offering his cus-
tomers great value, so virtually all of his 
menu prices end in a “9” or a “5.” 

After years of encouragement, though, 
Pete finally offered a “chef’s table” prod-
uct: baby back ribs. He priced these ribs 
at $24 (probably the most expensive ribs 
in America at that time). But, more in-
triguingly, he ended the price in a “0,” not 
his usual “9” or “5.” 

Sharing his thinking, Pete revealed that 
he wanted his baby back ribs price “to 
show confidence” and that he wanted 
“people to realize they are getting an 
outstanding product.” It’s amazing that a 
“0” price ending can convey such a mes-
sage, don’t you think? 

A manufacturer adopted the same phi-
losophy recently. The firm was setting 
wholesale prices for its everyday hardware 
products. As part of the process, a recom-
mended retail price was provided. For 
virtually every retailer, the manufacturer 
suggested a price ending in a “9.” How-
ever, for a premium product it was offer-
ing exclusively to a warehouse club, the 
firm recommended a price ending in a “0.” 
Asked why, the marketing director proudly 
explained, “This is our premium product.”

So while researchers tend to focus on how 
consumers react to the final digit, my point 
is that the number may actually reflect the 
seller’s sentiments about its product. 

Do Higher Prices Bring 
Greater Pleasure?
Recently, while waiting for a table at a 
Los Angeles restaurant, I struck up a 
conversation with an entertainment ex-
ecutive. As we talked about pricing, the 
man commented: “I LOVE anything 
that is expensive: the higher the price, 
the more I like it.” 

While many of you are shaking your 
heads in amused disbelief … guess what? 
My Armani-clad acquaintance was only 
being honest in revealing the guilty plea-
sure that many of us derive from consum-
ing high-priced products. And this is a fact 
that new research has formally confirmed. 

Baba Shiv, Hilke Plassmann, Antonio 
Rangel, and John O’Doherty–research-
ers at Stanford University and Cal 
Tech–recently conducted a fascinating 
experiment investigating the correla-
tion between price and pleasure. They 
sought to measure how the perceived 
price of wine affects the pleasure our 
brain experiences. To measure this, 11 
students who enjoyed wine, sampled it, 
while hooked up to an MRI machine. 
The MRI was used to detect activity in 
the part of the brain that experiences 
pleasure, the medial orbitofrontal cortex, 
or mOFC, in the forehead.

Students sampled several wines and were 
told that each one was different. The 
price was listed on each sample. Here’s 
where it gets interesting. One wine, 
which costs $5 a bottle, was unknowing-
ly tried twice by each student. One sam-
ple listed a price of $5, while the other 
showed $45. So the question is: would 
each subject’s brain register more plea-
sure when he or she thought the price 
was $45 as opposed to $5?

Similarly, one (presumably better) wine 
which actually costs $90 was also sampled 
twice. One price tag was $90 while the 
other was $10. Would the $90 price tag 
generate more pleasure than a $10 one? 

The results were interesting. 
1. Each student felt that every wine he or 

she tasted was different (even though 
two wines were sampled twice). 

2. They identified wines with more expen-
sive price tags as better than those with 
lower listed prices. 

3. And most interestingly, researchers 
found that an increase in the perceived 
price led to greater activity in the mOFC 
part of each subject’s brain. 

So what do you think? Does this experi-
ment mirror how you associate price and 
pleasure? While I’m intrigued by a high 
price, I’m sure that my MRI would go 
off the charts the moment I figured out 
how to wrangle a 50% discount off of it.

Rafi Mohammed, the founder of 
Culture of Profit LLC, a business 
consulting company, examines the 
psychology of pricing in these two 
excerpts from his blog. First he de-
ciphers the intent of pricers who use 
“0”or “9.” Then he explores the per-
haps underestimated satisfaction that 
certain customers get from paying 
higher prices, a satisfaction which 
was measured in a fascinating study 
by researchers at Stanford University 
and Caltech. For more information, 
you can contact Rafi at: rafi@ 
cultureofprofit.com or visit his web-
site: www.pricingforprofit.com.

The Psychology of Pricing




