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Summary 

The article gives an updated review on how the PWYW mechanism is concep-
tually defined and how it has been empirically analysed so far. The objective is to 
get an in-depth understanding of the state of research from the point of view of 
marketing, especially regarding how empirical verification of PWYW is conducted. 
In doing so, several insights on how to further research this phenomenon from the 
point of view of marketing are given.
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Introduction

The scientific research of pay-what-you-want (PWYW) has a relatively short history 
(Krzyżanowska, Tkaczyk 2015a; Krzyżanowska, Tkaczyk 2015b). Studies have only been 
carried on PWYW within the last ten years (Spann, Zeithammer et al. 2017; Spann, Stich 
et al. 2017; Gerpott 2017); however, during the last five years, there has been a dynamic 
increase in the number of works produced. As a matter of fact, researchers are already 
encouraged to make attempts aimed at synthesizing the existing achievements (Gerpott 
2017; Greiff , Egbert 2016; Natter, Kaufmann 2015; Pöyry 2015; Krzyżanowska, Tkaczyk 
2015b; Krzyżanowska, Tkaczyk 2015a; Stegemann 2014), but these attempts have a num-
ber of major inadequacies if they are assessed using the criteria of being up-to-date and 
applying comprehensive approaches. First, apart from Gerpott’s paper (2017), the other 
research regards smaller number of works (not only because they were developed earlier), 
and thus, they do not address certain findings, which constitutes a major defect from the 
viewpoint of the output synthesis. Second (and particularly important), all the mentioned 
works do not refer comprehensively to the issue of how the use of PWYW influences the 
effects of the marketing operations that companies carried out. A peculiar isolation of 
the pricing policy that takes place when relations with other marketing instruments are 
neglected may result in an inadequate assessment of PWYW’s usefulness. This is why 
the subject of research in this study is focused on the empirical achievements in the field 
of analysing the PWYW mechanism, while the main purpose is to identify the status of 
the scientific recognition of conditions determining its use and influence of the marketing 
effects. 

handel_wew_4-2-2018.indd   177 23.08.2018   15:45:52



178 GIVING CUSTOMERS FULL CONTROL OVER PRICES: STATE OF THE RESEARCH...

The essence of PWYW

PWYW is a particular case of participative pricing mechanisms in which customers take 
either partial or total control over the process of determining the price they pay for a given 
product (Kim et al. 2009). Participative pricing mechanisms can delegate to various degrees 
the decision about the price level outside of the company (Bertini, Koenigsberg 2014). The 
extent of this delegation is determined by stipulating that a company has the right (1) to 
reject the price offered by a customer and (2) to set the initial price level (Kim et al. 2009). 
If a company reserves these rights, the pricing model is not radical. Such mechanisms par-
ticularly include auctions and name-your-own-price (NYOP) models. An auction takes place 
when a number of buyers compete with one another for a product by raising their bids. In 
the case of NYOP, customers suggest the price, but the seller is not obliged to accept it if it 
is lower than the assumed minimal level.

PWYW is in a sense a much more radical model, as customers unconditionally decide 
how much to pay for a certain product. The use of this model in practice means that a com-
pany announces that customers may offer any price, customers set the price they are ready to 
pay, and finally the deal is made, because regardless of the offered price the company has to 
accept the price and cannot withdraw its PWYW offer (Kim et al. 2009).

PWYW can be implemented for a short period [e.g., Panera Breads, (DePillis 2013)] or 
for a longer run (e.g. Teatr Odwrócony; Cracow-based theatre). Regardless of the particular 
timeframe, the PWYW model interferes with the company’s pricing policy and – taking the 
wider context into account – in the company’s marketing operations. In order to analyse this 
influence, it is necessary to invoke the role of marketing in the process of a company achiev-
ing its goals and the mechanism of PWYW influence on customers

Research method and findings

In the present study, the method of critical analysis of literature has been applied, which 
covers the achievements of empirical research focused on PWYW and overviews in this 
area. The starting point for the selection of publications subject to further analysis was based 
on the authors’ two works, which present a systematic literature overview (Krzyżanowska, 
Tkaczyk 2015a, 2015b). This analysis is a step forward because it is intended to create a con-
ceptual framework that will organize the existing research achievements regarding PWYW.

After analyzing the literature, the authors distinguished five major research areas in the 
context of the PWYW, which are presented in Table 1.

Basing on the table presented above, the authors proposed the following conceptual 
framework for the most important interconnections in the PWYW’s impact on marketing 
research field (Figure 1). 
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Table 1
Five major research areas in the context of PWYW  

Research area Factors modifying the conditions 
of using PWYW Authors

1. Influence of the PWYW 
features on the observable 
changes in the customers’ 
behaviour within PWYW

Giving a customer the external 
reference price (ERP)

Jung et al. 2016; Regner 2015; 
Thomas & Gierl 2014; Regner & 
Riener 2012; Regner & Barria 2009

Buyer anonymity (i.e., the cir-
cumstances ensure customers’ 
privacy regarding amounts paid; 
neither companies’ employees 
nor other buyers can inspect it)

Regner & Riener 2017; Gneezy et 
al. 2012; Jang & Chu 2012; Jung et 
al. 2017; Dorn & Suessmair 2016; 
Armstrong, Soule & Madrigal 2015; 
Machado & Sinha 2013; Gerpott 2017

The timing of payment Regner 2015; Kim, Kaufmann, et 
al. 2014; Machado & Sinha 2013; 
Drevs 2013

The nature of PWYW-related 
communication directed to cus-
tomers

Saccardo et al. 2015; Saccardo & 
Gneezy 2014; Sleesman & Conlon 
2016

2. Influence of the customers’ 
features on the observable 
changes in their behaviour 
within PWYW

General factors (not connected 
to the moment of purchase deci-
sion): age, income, gender, and 
altruism

Waskow et al. 2016; Kim, 
Kaufmann, et al. 2014; León et al. 
2012; Racherla et al. 2011; Regner 
2015; Mills 2013; Riener & Traxler 
2012; Roy et al. 2016; Gahler 2016; 
Roy 2015; Santana & Morwitz 2013 

Consumer factors (connected to 
the moment of purchase decision 
making): internal reference price 
(IRP) and price consciousness.

Roy 2015; Roy et al. 2016; Schons 
et al. 2014; Kunter & Braun 2013; 
Machado & Sinha 2013; Mills 2013; 
Gneezy 2012

3. Influence of the non-observ-
able customers’ changes on 
the observable changes in their 
behaviour within PWYW

Effects of involvement and 
mood

Bambauer-Sachse & Massera 2017

Effects of perception, emotions 
and loyalty

Bues et al. 2017

The impact of satisfaction and 
fairness concerns

Schons et al. 2014; Drevs 2013; 
Schmidt et al. 2015; Kim, Kauf-
mann, et al. 2014; Machado & Sinha 
2013; León et al. 2012; Gautier & 
Klaauw 2012; Chung 2017

4. Influence of the market-
ing actions on the observable 
changes in customers’ behav-
iours within PWYW

The level of regular prices (and 
costs)

Oppong-Tawiah & Bassellier 2017; 
Gahler 2016b; Mak et al. 2015; 
Kim, Kaufmann, et al. 2014; Mills 
2013; Machado & Sinha 2013; León 
et al. 2012; Gautier & Klaauw 2012; 
Jang & Chu 2012

The marketing communication 
content

Small & Cryder 2016; Gerpott 2017

5. Influence of PWYW features 
on the non-observable changes 
in customers’ behaviours

The customers’ attitudes towards 
the PWYW mechanism 

Schmidt et al. 2015; Santana & Mor-
witz 2013; Machado & Sinha 2013;

Source: own preparation.
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Discussion and conclusions 

The review of publications presenting the findings of empirical research focused on the 
PWYW mechanism and were conducted on the basis of assumptions regarding the role of 
marketing in the process of a company achieving its goals (as the factor creating intangible 
values) and considering the position of PWYW in the structure of the marketing actions  
(as the element of price policy), which led to the following general conclusions:
1. The studies conducted to date disregard the wider context of targeting the marketing 

operations at maximizing the customer value (i.e., they do not take into account cross-
selling or the overall influence of the PWYW implementation on gaining and retaining 
customers). Since the long-term perspective of maintaining relationships with customers 
is a prerequisite for evaluating the PWYW relevance, the authors recognized this as the 
first major research gap.

2. The studies do not even touch upon the issue of the PWYW interference (as the pricing 
policy element) with the internal structure of marketing-mix that can be interdependent 
or/and interactive. Identifying this influence determines the adequacy of the PWYW as-
sessment and the effectiveness of marketing operations in general. The authors perceive 
this deficiency as the second major research gap. 

3. Considering the marketing influence mechanism and the PWYW impact on the market-
ing influence mechanism as well as the conditions of the process, it can be stated that the 
previous studies were developed unequally and were dominated by simple relations. The 
completion of research should take place according to the suggestions formulated in the 
detailed conclusions and should also address the detailed research gaps.

The detailed conclusions are as follows:
1. The studies classified in the first group were focused on relations that to some extent 

overrule the assumptions about the radical nature of the pricing mechanism in which 
customers have a total freedom of choice (e.g., through announcing a suggested price or 
depriving customers of privacy in decision making). From the viewpoint of this paper, 
which is aimed at ascertaining the status of PWYW knowledge, such studies change in 
part the field of our main interest. Therefore we suggest to introduce a distinction be-
tween pure and partial PWYW mechanisms. 

2. The second group of studies is characterized by the significant contribution of works ad-
dressing the influence of socio-demographic factors on PWYW. The ambiguous findings 
of these studies and their relative generality in the context of considering other segmen-
tation criteria by companies encourage the authors to formulate the postulate of paying 
more attention to criteria (such as consumer factors) defined in this article.

3. The third group consisted of the studies dealing with satisfaction and fairness concerns, 
which included unnoticeable changes that were treated as variables. This means that 
there was lack of a wider approach including, for example, motivation, emotions, atti-
tudes or consumers’ perceptions. In-depth recognition of these psychological conditions 
seems particularly important because PWYW implantation means rejecting the assump-
tion that consumers are driven in their decisions only by utility maximization.
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4. The fourth group of studies include works that address the influence of marketing opera-
tions on the noticeable changes in customer behaviour. The perspective here is limited 
to selected instruments: price policy and marketing communication. Based on the total 
disregard for distribution, the authors concluded that this aspect should be included in 
research, particularly since this channel creates opportunities to overrule the impact of 
social pressure on the purchase decision-making process. The fourth group also contains 
research addressing the identification of the PWYW implementation effects. As such 
studies analysed only the level of payments, the authors recommend that other aspects 
of the decision-making process, as well as purchasing intentions, should be taken into 
account.

5. The fifth group includes studies regarding the perception of PWYW as a pricing mecha-
nism in general, without attempting to identify the possible influences the product char-
acter might exert on this perception. This results in a suggestion of starting research in 
the context of various product categories.

In conclusion, it can be stated that from a marketing viewpoint that the status of knowl-
edge on PWYW is not satisfactory. Despite the diverse and substantial research output, 
the existing research lacks convincing arguments about the relevance and conditioning of 
PWYW use in the short term and the long term, and there is not enough research to indicate 
to what extent this mechanism is likely to result in the growth of customer equity. The au-
thors’ intention and hope is that the presentation of the above mentioned deficiencies will 
inspire other researchers to conduct more comprehensive research.
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Zapewnienie klientom pełnej kontroli nad cenami: stan badań 
marketingowych

Streszczenie

W artykule dokonano przeglądu aktualnej wiedzy na temat mechanizmu płać-
-ile-chcesz. Celem było ustalenie stanu badań z punktu widzenia marketingu, 
a w szczególności zaproponowanie modelu koncepcyjnego do analiz oraz wskaza-
nie potencjalnych luk badawczych. 

Słowa kluczowe: partycypacyjny mechanizm ustalania ceny, płać, ile chcesz, 
PWYW.

Kody JEL: M31

Обеспечение клиентам полного контроля за ценами: состояние 
маркетинговых исследований

Резюме

В статье провели обзор актуальных знаний насчет механизма «плати, 
сколько желаешь». Цель – определить состояние изучения с точки зрения мар-
кетинга, в особенности же предложить концептуальную модель для анализов 
и указать потенциальные исследовательские бреши. 

Ключевые слова: совместный с потребителем механизм ценообразования, 
«плати, сколько желаешь», PWYW.
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