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Your Brand Can Learn a Lot From 
How MLB Changed Its Ticket Sales

Baseball’s innovations in pricing and selling tickets 
are pertinent to many industries because they take un-
der-utilized or non-utilized assets based on the under-
standing of customers’ needs and willingness to pay, 
plus the contribution margin that comes along with val-
ue added services, which creates revenue and profit 
streams where none existed before, as the author ex-
plains. Gabriel Smith is currently the Chief Evangelist 
and Vice President of Innovation at Price f(x) and has 
19 years of experience in Quote to Cash, CPQ, Pric-
ing, Promotions, Consulting, Product Management, 
Sales and General Management. He can be reached 
at gabriel.smith@pricefx.eu. 
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O
pening day has come and 
gone, and another season 
of baseball has kicked off. 
For all the nerds like me, 

who have watched and compiled the 
stats to analyze, I assure you, this is 
not another “Moneyball” article. In-
stead of Sabermetrics, I want to talk 
about a fundamental part of the game 
– the pricing of tickets.

If you’re not a baseball fan or in the 
Major League Baseball (MLB) busi-
ness you should still take note because 
many of the rules here apply to many 
brands across the board. 

Baseball’s innovations in pricing 
and selling tickets are pertinent to 
many industries because they take 
under-utilized or non-utilized assets 
based on the understanding of cus-
tomers’ needs and willingness to 
pay, plus the contribution margin that 
comes along with value added servic-
es, which creates revenue and profit 
streams where none existed before.  

Now, back to baseball. At this ear-

ly point in a season, there is much to 
be determined and no one knows who 
will win the series. 

Of course, there are favorites (Red 
Sox) and longshots (Orioles), but the 
undeniable truth is that the better your 
team is doing, the more you are will-
ing to pay for a ticket. And depending 
on the quality of the matchup, this in-
creases steadily up to the thousands 
of dollars as we enter World Series 
territory.  

This is the world of Revenue Man-
agement, where the inventory is per-
ishable and filling a seat for $1, 1 min-
ute before the game is better than 
letting seats go unfilled, so long as 
you can do so in a way that does not 
adversely impact your reference pric-
es (e.g. the face value of the ticket). 
Many teams have no real chance to fill 
all of their seats, but there are ways to 
sell more seats while maintaining the 
reference price of their ticket prices.

To keep fans coming, organizations 
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are getting more creative.

Stay competitive and bullish  
with dynamic pricing

Dynamic ticket pricing is becoming the 
norm in sports tickets after online market 
places like Stubhub have become com-
monplace and consumers have begun 
to accept it. This is only natural as these 
marketplaces were exploiting an ineffi-
cient market, highlighting the gap in sub-
stantial profits the teams could have oth-
erwise made.

Invest in all inventory, especially 
where you think you’ll lose

There are teams, like the Padres, that 
have offered a “5 Win” ticket, where you 
can attend at least 5 home games or more 
for a fixed price but are guaranteed to see 
5 wins. Considering the teams’ chances 
of winning are highest against the worst 
opposing teams, and those tickets are 
the least likely to sell, this is a brilliant 
way of both filling empty seats for games 
that would be potentially be empty oth-
erwise, and ensuring they are giving the 
fans something they value in seeing their 
home team win.

Don’t underestimate the value  
of your underdog offering

Standing room and open seat areas 
have become popular and utilizing this 
space is genius. It takes marginal views 
with no seats and, yet, the team produces 
revenue here. And I can only assume the 
per capita consumption of food and bev-
erages is at least one standard deviation 
above the mean. You can get access to 
these for as little as $5, and there is usu-
ally a bar area and a lively crowd. I attended 
a game at Coors Field in Denver and they 
had a section like this high above the field. 

They were having an issue where many 
people were watching the games from 
nearby bars after work so they opened 
the field 2 hours before the game and al-
lowed people to come in and enjoy food 
and drinks there, combatting the compe-
tition and capturing revenue even before 
the game begins.

Maximize what you already  
have and make it a better  
experience for your customers

The evolution of this Standing Room 
Only section, applied to the Coliseum 
(where the Oakland A’s and Raiders play), 
which was built as multi-use and thus 
had a huge number of seats that were not 
even sold for baseball. The section called 
“Mount Davis,” after the late Al “Just Win 
Baby” Davis, contains 20,000 seats that 
were, until recently, covered for A’s games. 
They have now created an area called “The 

Treehouse” where you can buy a pass for 
$30 for a month and attend as many home 
games as you like during that stretch. You 
can actually sit in seats if you like, but in 
addition they have 2 bars, a DJ, Foosball, 
Cornhole, Pool, etc.  Anyone in the stadi-
um can go into this section, but you can’t 
go into the other sections.

With all of these, of course you must 
measure and determine cannibalization 
of other customer segments to determine 
your next move. And while I do not have 
access to each team’s data, I believe these 
types of innovations have increased reve-
nue and profits for those deploying them.  

Do you have areas in your business that 
are under-utilized, or customer segments 
that are not being served? Think about 
how you might be able come up with new 
business models, pricing models, or ways 
to serve new segments that you had not 
before. v
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Pricing Transformation: 

Decision Making Required, 

Software Optional

Pricing transformations are a big topic in the business 

world, but many companies do not understand how to 

bring such a transformation into fruition. In this article, 

the author explores the key cultural and organization-

al changes required to implement meaningful pricing 

change. Tim J. Smith, PhD is the founder and CEO of 

Wiglaf Pricing, adjunct professor at DePaul Universi-

ty, and Academic Advisor for the Certified Pricing Pro-

fessional designation. His most recent book is Pricing 

Done Right:  The Pricing Framework Proven Success-

ful by the World’s Most Profitable Companies (Bloom-

berg Financial, 2016). He can be reached at tsmith@

wiglafpricing.com.
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P
ricing transformations are a 

hot topic. People have been 

preaching to CEOs, CFOs, 

CMOs, and CCOs for years 

that a 1% improvement in price can 

lead to 8 to 13% improvement in prof-

its. Even better, experience has shown 

that 1% improvement is a low-estimate 

of the expected outcome of a pricing 

transformation. Pricing transforma-

tion efforts routinely deliver two ad-

ditional margin points, and have been 

observed to deliver an additional 9% 

to margins. But where is the origin of 

these improvements, and how do com-

panies get this improvement?

Pricing Transformation is a Trans-

formation in Decision Making

At its core, pricing transformations 

is about transforming how organiza-

tions make decisions regarding pric-

ing. It is a transformation of the pro-

cesses used in pricing, the people 

engaged in pricing decisions, the in-

formation applied to pricing decisions, 

and the goals of those pricing deci-

sions. It is an organizational structur-

al change to align with the corporate 

strategy and goals.

A wide variety of coordinated profit-

focused decisions are required to drive 

a strong pricing transformation. These 

profit-oriented decisions will coordi-

nate list prices, target prices, commer-

cial policy, tactical price management, 

and sales-incentives towards more ac-

curate pricing.
It isn’t a single decision nor single 

process that delivers the improve-

ment, but rather the coordinated ef-

fort across many decision points, pro-

cesses, and routines to ensure pricing 
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