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“My new book is coming out soon. It’ll be the usual rubbish, 
but it won’t cost much.  That is the bargain we are going to 
strike with you.”

– John Lennon, Beatles Christmas Message (1965)

T
he Beatles taught us a lot about life, love and belief.  
No one should be too surprised that we can apply their 
wisdom to fundamental lessons for pricing.  In the 
spirit that actions speak louder than words, we believe 

the most cogent lessons lie in how the Beatles pursued their mu-
sic, rather than any particular lyrics.  This article describes five 
of those insights:

1) Lesson: Seek market insights, not abstractions.  
The Beatles based their brilliant songs on real life insights also.  
There is a core of real life experience in almost every Beatles 
song—the barbershop on Penny Lane, the headstone for Eleanor 
Rigby in the graveyard by Paul’s Liverpool home, etc.1  As far as 
we know, no Beatles song was inspired by numbers.  Sometimes 
the fact base for the song was extended or modified slightly, but 
that is also true to pricing if you wish to be pro-active, rather than 
passive.  Polythene Pam was about a real woman who tended to 
chew on the rims of plastic coffee cups, it does not matter that 
her nickname was really Polythene Pat.  Close enough. 

In contextual pricing, get the facts first.  Don’t adopt a filter of 
what you think is relevant to pricing.  Some of the most brilliant 
pricing has come from simple factual assessment and listening. 
For instance, reducing the number of band-aids in a box, while 
keeping the box price the same, is based from an awareness that 
no one knew how many band-aids there were there to begin with.  
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To employ contextual pricing, you need to know the context.  
This is why listening to the market, and the means by which you 
“listen” to the market, matter.  Looking at numbers can inspire 
some pricing, but generally not.  For instance, the famous “Friends 
and Family” plans, which improve customer acquisition and slow 
customer drop off, were carefully tested based on calling patterns, 
access costs and penetration—but were initially inspired by per-
sonal experience and the non-numeric understanding that no one 
wants to annoy their mother by changing telephone provider!  

How to do this?  Try to sample the customer experience.  This can 
(and should) be done by using your own products and services, 
alternating with competitors’ offers. There are a range of market 
research tools available which permit direct understanding of 
what is happening and how buyers are thinking about potential 
purchase or usage choices, such as simulated households where 
management can watch study participants cook, eat, sleep.  Al-
most as direct is the Nielsen monitoring of video viewing and 
web browsing, which can provide help categorize needs and pric-
ing contexts.   

For B2B services and products, many customers are delighted to 
have your management teams tag along with their users, or to 
trade some free product for usage diaries.  Again, direct insights.

Note that the move to direct insights will not necessarily provide 
large samples of data, but married with common sense that is 
often fine—and can always be supplemented later by a broader 
focused survey.  

How you glean your market insights matters to pricing initia-
tives.  Get personally connected with your market.

2) Lesson: To do pricing well, you have to go beyond the nor-
mal boundaries of pricing.  
The Beatles shifted the boundaries between music and other as-
pects of life.  They went beyond crooners like Elvis to be forces 
regarding the Vietnam War, materialism, hair styles and love.  

The Beatles taught the world about many things, but can we add to 
pricing to that list? Author Rob Docters believes the answer is yes. 
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derived from the upcoming book “Contextual Pricing, the Death of 
List Price and New Reality.”  Published by McGraw-Hill, this book 
will be available 4Q 2011.  

What the Beatles Taught Us About Pricing
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The Beatles wrote songs like “Revolution,” “Give Peace a Chance” 
and participated in peace marches. It’s not that earlier genera-
tions of musicians had been politically unaware, but the Beatles 
went further.2  The Beatles were more pro-active and had a re-
cord of on-going activism regarding political policy (e.g.: John’s 
billboards and efforts on the Vietnam War, regarding narcotics 
laws, Northern Ireland etc., Paul’s work on vegetarianism and 
animal rights, and George’s concerts for famine relief).

If pricing is to be effective, it often has to go beyond what many 
managers consider to be pricing.  It must be part of the product 
design, and the market message.  It is up to pricing to suggest 
whether a product should be modular, tiered or integral—no 
other function has the analytic ability to make those judgments.  
It’s up to senior managers with their “pricing hats” on to be pro-
active in re-designing how a market works, and to make pricing 
the major component of product design and address the politics 
of major change.3 

If your pricing changes do not impact branding, product 
and sales management, they are probably not going to ac-
complish much.

3) Lesson:  Evolve your pricing structures and approach rap-
idly.  
Listening to different takes of familiar Beatles songs, one is struck 
at how much the songs evolved.  And the Beatles evolved their 
music rapidly.  George started with a version of “Greensleeves” 
(hardly radical, that song having been written around 1580) and 
ended up with the masterpiece “While My Guitar Gently Weeps” 
in about fifteen takes.  Similarly, “A Day in the Life” builds from 
two separate songs in different keys to a unified magnum opus in 
one mastering by George Martin.  Instrumentation also changed 
rapidly—harmonica was absent in the Beatles Hamburg days, 
prominent on their Second Album, and was again put aside in 
favor of pianos, string octets (“Eleanor Rigby”) harpsichords 
(“In My Life” etc.), pianos and symphony orchestras in 1968 
(Yellow Submarine) and organs and female backing vocals on 
Let It Be (the latter much to Paul’s disgust, but the non-Beatle 
voices are there).
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In the same way that marketing tries new advertising campaigns 
and sales tries new sales strategies, pricing must actively experi-
ment with and test new pricing approaches.  This is more than 
testing new price levels.  It should also extend to new price struc-
tures and strategies.  

Testing new structures is helpful for three reasons.  One is that 
your company’s price structure may not be perfect and trials 
often expose issues.  Second, markets change and require new 
structures.  For instance, in the early 2000s there was a wholesale 
move from dial-up to broadband access to the internet.  AOL, the 
leader in dial-up had to make the most of the changing market.  
One offset against losses was to offer a structure for members 
who had moved to broadband at home and the office, but did 
not always have access while traveling.  For these subscribers, a 
structure which offered a limited number of hours for a reason-
able price was a good alternative to losing them altogether.

Third, companies who practice become good at effecting changes 
in price structure.  When first AT&T faced a range of programs 
and plans from competitors, its responses were limited by fear and 
inflexible systems.   Over time, that company has increased its 
familiarity with price change and improved its billing systems so 
that now it is a leader in telecom pricing innovation, e.g.: pre-paid, 
plans targeted at specific demographics, rollover minutes, friends 
and family, etc.  Yes, they have some failures (e.g.: bandwidth 
caps) but they have developed pricing skills which Verizon cannot 
match because that chairman is more focused on cost control.4

Improved systems are a wonderful enabler, but even the best sys-
tems will fall short of being able to easily accommodate radical 
new structures.  Hence this lesson from the Beatles – learn how 
to adapt to the limitations and push them.  At one point most 
of the Beatles took home multi-track tape machines to experi-
ment with them at their leisure.  This let them come back to the 
studio with great insets (like Paul’s backwards laugher, which 
sounds like seagull cries on John’s “Tomorrow Never Knows”) 
and greater ability to push the boundaries. 

Very little pricing is perfect at first.  The faster you evolve 
from an initial structure, the better you will do.

4) Lesson: Use existing tools for new purposes.  
The Beatles got new sounds from old instruments.  The final 
tones on “A Day in the Life” come from hitting the piano frame 
(cast iron pan) with a hammer, an alarm clock is featured in 
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Strawberry Fields, and the 2-track tape recorders then standard 
equipment were mercilessly over-dubbed to create the dizzying 
array of effects for their psychedelic era albums. 

Pricing can benefit from re-use of existing pricing instruments.  
For instance, while the “coupon” is standard practice in consumer 
marketing, it has only recently been employed in B2B marketing.  
Yet, it is an ideal tool for many B2B applications.  The coupon may 
not require any systems work (if in the form of mail-in rebate), 
it can be targeted in a very precise fashion (a specific person or 
title within a specific company), it’s often invisible to competi-
tors, and it has proven useful in by-passing some gate keepers.  
For one B2B services company, 
a coupon for $5,000.00 was sent 
along with the monthly invoice.  
The coupon was very specific:

Marked as usable only by a di-
vision of that company, 

Applicable for use on some 
services the company did not 
yet buy, and

The coupons promised a 25% 
reward to the recipient divi-
sion of the company if used 
by another division.

Apparently this set the bill recipients to thinking, because be-
fore long there was an inquiry by a previously-untouched part 
of the company about a new service, with a $5,000.00 credit as 
per the coupon.

So a consumer pricing tool (a coupon) served a useful purpose 
in a new setting.  Another example of adaption was paying for 
switching costs rather than offering an equivalent discount.  To-
day banks and mobile carriers regularly pay the costs of moving 
consumer accounts (e.g.: IRA transfer fees).   Such rebates were 
once the used only in B2B sales.

Pricing must get its hands dirty in executional issues.  With-
out that, innovation will take forever.  Innovate rapidly.  In-
novate in the new uses of pricing instruments.

5) Lesson: Think about your overall pricing after you have 
developed some particular pricing initiatives.   

The Beatles popularized rock and roll concept albums with Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Concept album means the 
songs have a consistent programmatic, production, instrumental 
or lyric quality.  

In the case of Sgt. Pepper the links are complex and not rigid 
(although some of the original themes of aging and loneliness are 
apparent). Songs which did not fit were banished to later albums.  
For instance “The One after 909” was written in the early ‘60s, 
but did not fit Revolver, Sgt. Pepper or later albums, so appeared 
in the album John wanted to call “Let It Be and Other Songs by 
the Beatles,” i.e. Let it Be, a post-concept album.

Pricing Strategy should be like a 
Beatles concept album.  While a 
company’s prices are often a col-
lection of singles, it can be more 
powerful when they are coherent 
and mutually reinforcing. Take, 
for instance, a tiered set of prices.  
Tiering can be used, as described 
earlier, to reach new market seg-
ments.  It can also be used to pro-
vide an improved context to the 
primary offer tiers.  For instance:

The highest price can add ca-
chet to the other tiers — Mer-
cedes’ lowest tier offers clearly 

benefit from association with more expensive models.  

The lowest price may be used as a rebuttal to a competitor of-
fer.  This allows sales for say “we can give it to you at this price 
if you like, but we recommend you take the offer tier at $X+.”

In some cases, a “fighting brand” serves the purpose of mak-
ing a pointed price statement to competitors, without damage 
to the primary brand.

Neither the highest nor the lowest needs to sell a lot in order to 
accomplish this goal.

Multiple prices must act in concert.

I hope that this article demonstrates that while pricing has aspects 
which make it a science, there are at least as many aspects which 
are more art than science.  In some cases, great art.




