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Value, Scarcity, and Pricing  
in the Age of Superabundance

For most people, throughout most 
of human existence, scarcity was 
paramount. Now we live in an 
age of not just abundance, but 

superabundance. The agricultural revolu-
tion created abundance (not by today’s 
standards) in food. The industrial revolu-
tion created abundance in manufactured 
goods. The information revolution not 
only created an abundance of communi-
cation and information, it also dramati-
cally increased our ability to move pro-
duction to cheaper locations and manage 
the complex supply chains that resulted. 

Buyers, both individuals and businesses, 
benefited from a huge increase in supply, 
selection, and a huge decrease in price. 
We also ended up with a superabundance 
of credit, which helped fuel appetites for 
the endless array of cheap goods.

For sellers, however, the situation was 
often disastrous. Many local businesses 
succumbed to larger competitors with 
lower unit costs and lower prices. Even 
large, successful businesses found them-
selves on a treadmill, running faster and 
faster but never getting a sustainable 
competitive advantage. You might have 
just moved manufacturing to China, 

only to find a competitor had achieved 
lower costs in Vietnam. This is before we 
even get to the internet, where prices are 
literally going to zero in many cases.

So what can we  
do about this? 
We need to rediscover scarcity. In many 
cases, we’ll have to create it. This is not 
as simple as producing “limited edi-
tions.” This won’t work for everybody. 
(If anyone has any information on how 
Nomenus Quarterly is doing, please let 
me know. The trendy magazine made 
the New York Times after cutting pro-
duction from 50 to 10 and raising prices 
from $2500 to $6500 per issue.) Rental 
car companies have had success raising 
prices after trimming their fleets. It may 
be easy to make a car cheaply, but hav-
ing one available at the airport when you 
need it is a different story. 

And that is the key to rediscovering 
scarcity. You have to understand what 
the customer needs that’s hard to de-
liver. At one point, just making some-
thing was enough. Now, whatever you 
can make, chances are someone else can 
make and offer more cheaply. In pric-
ing, after all, you’re only as smart as your 
dumbest competitor, and chances are 
some new MBA is looking to make a 
name for himself by getting 25% of your 
market, even though it’s a dumb move 
for everyone.

In an age when a device as mind-bog-
glingly complex as a supercomputer’s 
worth of processing power is a commod-
ity, the silicon itself has little value. But 
the ability to turn it into a data center 
takes some skill. The ability to do it to-
morrow, in a certain location, with train-
ing, monitoring, and reliability guaran-
tees is actually really valuable. 

Whatever it is you’re selling, think about 
how your customers use it, and how 
there are situations when the overall 

experience creates scarcity bottlenecks. 
This could be the fact that while South-
west flies 10 cheaper flights a day, if you 
actually want a seat at the last minute, 
you’ll be forking over $1000 to Delta. 
Or if your customers require extremely 
high reliability or precision. Or if your 
customers order commodities from you, 
but require logistical and service support 
to deliver them to the right people, at the 
right time, and perhaps even set them 
up. Note that this does not mean you 
can charge all potential customers high 
prices all the time. It means that certain 
segments place a value on your offering, 

at least some of the time. Understand 
this, deliver what they need, and price 
appropriately.

A lot of this comes back to the one 
thing that is getting less and less abun-
dant as everything else becomes super-
abundant: time. If you can save your 
customers time, you can make money. If 
you can save them more time than alter-
native solutions, you can make a lot of 
money. If you’re stuck on how to create 
scarcity, start with the customer’s time, 
which is already scarce.

The overabundance of products and 
options has made it difficult for sell-
ers to make a profit without succumb-
ing to deep discounting or engaging in 
price wars. In this article, the author 
offers a new perspective for achieving 
sales goals without sacrificing price 
– increasing perceived value by creat-
ing a perception of scarcity. Reuben 
Swartz is a lecturer and pricing con-
sultant with more than ten years of 
pricing consulting experience.  He is 
also the author of “Dollars and Sense: 
The Pricing Blog.” He can be reached 
at reuben@mimiran.com.

It may be easy to make 
a car cheaply, but having 
one available at the 
airport when you need it 
is a different story. 




