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The Future of Pricing:  
Insights on Leading Through Volatile Markets 

T
his article is based on in-depth 
interviews conducted by Holden 
Advisors of leaders of Fortune 
100 to Fortune 500 companies 
in CEO, President, or SVP roles. 

All interviews were completed in 2022 
with one intent: to understand the drivers 
of change in current markets, the impact 
on pricing, and what leaders must do to 
prepare for the future.

Overall findings identified volatility as the 
major theme plaguing commercial lead-
ers. Top pain points within volatility were 
reported as supply chain challenges, in-
flation, and labor shortages. As increased 
interest rates are cooling off demand and 
controlling inflation, leaders must plan for 
even more volatility in the coming months.

In this article, you will find key implications 
and takeaways for leaders as they lead 
through inflation and prepare for a pos-
sible recession.

Customer Behavior
Global markets are predicated on cus-
tomers spending money. To better under-
stand and strategize for the future, initial 
interview insights needed to address how 
buyers will act differently. Two key themes 
emerged, and in turn, what leaders can do 
to prepare their businesses for that cus-
tomer behavior.

Predictability
In addition to pricing and predictable sup-
ply, service levels emerged as a key value 
driver for end customers in the future. Even 

for product-based businesses, leaders are 
looking at service levels as a way to maintain 
their current price levels, and in some cas-
es, differentiate their offerings to increase 
their pricing.

Customized experience
In an effort to search for predictability, 
technology B2B companies will start mi-
grating more of their IT processes to the 
cloud. Customers will be able to pay a 
monthly fee to outsource challenges like 
delivery and pricing unpredictability so 
these company leaders can focus on de-
velopment, sales, and other value-add 
priorities. This will create opportunities 
for suppliers who were typically product-
focused to move more towards services 
and partnerships with other companies in 
the channel to bring customized services 
to their customers.

From a pricing standpoint, this expected 
future behavior has implications that can 
be addressed in four key categories:

1. Stop the bleeding

2. Increase speed

3. Mitigate Risk

4. Find insights that matter

Stop the Bleeding
In the face of current market volatility, busi-
nesses must be able to address price leak-
ages by implementing quick fixes to “stop 
the bleeding” from a margin perspective. 

Controlling unnecessary costs gives com-
panies the flexibility to choose from a va-
riety of strategies as dictated by market 
forces. Without this, companies will be lim-
ited in what they can do to stay profitable.

Fire unprofitable customers
The CEO of an IT reseller downsized his 
customer base from roughly 600 to 240 
during the pandemic (intentionally). He 
detailed key benefits including increased 
profitability, increased customer service, 
and perhaps most valuable – a happier 
and more engaged internal team. Em-
ployees no longer had to spend the bulk 
of their time dealing with challenging cus-
tomers, and job satisfaction skyrocketed 
as a result.

Most business leaders learn early on that 
the customer is always right. “Keep the 
customer happy.” “Do what it takes to keep 
the customer.”

These mindsets are embedded into a 
team’s DNA, and often cause undisci-
plined or bad decisions – which snowball 
into wasted resources, deflated energy, 
and decreased margins.

Keep in mind, customers who buy solely 
on price can be bought back at any time. 
For those buyers, the deciding factor is 
simply the low cost. By firing unprofitable 
customers, businesses can pivot key re-
sources quickly while serving customers 
and employees more effectively. Let your 
competitor have that logo.
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Add discipline to discounting
Customer discount rates can range from 
0-90%, as reported by an SVP at a B2B 
software company. This range points to a 
massive issue with list price. It also points 
to a dangerous behavioral trend - training 
customers to expect a discount no mat-
ter what.

Many leaders look to raise prices or build 
governance models while money is of-
ten left sitting on the table right in front 
of them. Without profitability, businesses 
don’t have the flexibility to choose the right 
pricing strategy for their business. Lead-
ers can increase profitability immediately 
by putting an end to needless discounting.

Leaders may also find that inserting dis-
count discipline allows for firing unprofit-
able customers (e.g., “If you don’t give me 
that discount, I’m going to leave.” And they 
should.). By stopping undisciplined dis-
counting, companies can realize increased 
profits immediately without a single change 
in governance, pricing, or process.

Increase Speed
Over 60% of the companies interviewed 
talked about how they had between 30% 
to 50% of their invoices stuck in some 
type of internal process. Every day an in-
voice remains within a process internally, 
the likelihood of that invoice closing de-
creases drastically. Speed in order execu-
tion is critical.

Another common issue is the ability to 
raise prices. Most leaders that we spoke 
with were not surprised by the econom-
ic condition but surprised by how slowly 
they reacted to it. In volatile markets, the 
last customer to raise prices is often the 
least profitable. It is essential to avoid this 
position as much as possible.

Modernize governance
In most cases, governance policies and 
procedures were reported to be highly 
outdated. The majority were noted as 15-
20 years old, a place where innovation is 
lacking and failing to keep up with the evo-
lution of customers and their needs.

Governance models are set up to account 
for corner cases, which create cycles 
within a company. Most functional lead-
ers spend time arguing with each other 

about an order, which distracts them from 
spending time with their customers. Most 
CEOs we chatted with are willing to take 
on a few “bad” orders in order to stop the 
unproductive arguments and focus on 
customers.

Automate
Many leaders described losing resources 
on the “squeaky wheels” of their customer 
base. When the customer base is large, 
and 80% of business comes from 20% of 
customers, businesses can benefit from 
automation for the remaining long tail of 
customers.

This long tail of customers is often com-
prised of small and medium-sized busi-
nesses, where churn rate is high. Resourc-
es should be focused on large accounts, 
and SMBs can be supported by implemen-

tation of automated or self-driven support 
such as chatbots for technical support 
and customer service, along with the use 
of price optimization tools. The key here 
is to determine where to draw the line be-
tween automation and a human touch. An 
example is to use campaign automation 
for targeting, engagement, and quoting, 
but switch to human touch for closing on 
the quote.

Mitigate Risk
Leaders spend the bulk of their time fo-
cusing on this area. Diversification of 
products, channels, and markets is an ev-
ergreen focus area for businesses; in vola-
tile times, it becomes even more essential. 
When capital is inexpensive, mergers and 
acquisitions can often be advised in mar-
kets that are not as recession- or inflation-
sensitive. These circumstances may even 
be ideal for purchasing a competitor.

Diversify
All interviewees shared their top diversifi-
cation area as expanding their portfolio of 
products and services. Another focus area 
as reported by the President of a global 

electronics manufacturing company was 
diversifying the company’s supply chain. 
The business was previously 90% reliant 
on China. Given politics and policies over 
the last several years, they began to di-
versify their supply chain by adding other 
countries to source from. In the last two 
years, that decision paid off in spades.

“Diversifying our supply chain was the 
best thing we’ve done in years.”

– President, Global Electronics  
Manufacturing Company

Customize
Leaders discussed creating unique experi-
ences for end-users as an important strat-
egy. The cost of analytics, capturing data, 
and storing the data are decreasing, which 
is creating an opportunity for customiza-
tion across many industries. For one audio 

equipment business, the team is captur-
ing data on how consumers are using their 
electronics to create a customized experi-
ence for that specific individual. Leaders 
believe customization creates a level of 
“loyalty” that mitigates the risk for churn.

Build relationships
In many cases, leaders realized that their 
businesses were starting to struggle with 
fulfilling customer needs all on their own. 
Opportunities were emerging to partner 
with other companies to bring integrated 
solutions to the market. In some cases, this 
included accumulating data from multiple 
companies to drive unique insights for an 
end-user. This type of innovation not only 
is bringing unique value to the end-user 
but also creating new revenue streams for 
companies and mitigating the risk of end-
customer churn.

Find Insights That Matter
Most leaders complained about the lack 
of data in their firms. Their biggest issue 
was they couldn’t find insights when they 
needed them, and most of their teams had 
the same excuse as to why.

The cost of analytics, capturing data, and storing 
the data are decreasing, which is creating an 
opportunity for customization across many 
industries. 
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“We can’t do that analysis because we 
don’t have that data.”

An executive at a pricing software compa-
ny summarized it well when he said, “most 
companies have data in silos. For example, 
sales data, marketing data, invoice data, 
etc. But few have everything combined 
into corporate data that can be used to 
generate insights for the company when 
they need them.”

Some leaders tried to build this type of 
corporate infrastructure but said that they 
haven’t succeeded yet because of two 
main reasons; (1) they keep buying bleed-
ing edge data platforms and software tools 
to account for rare corner cases, and (2) 
they didn’t build processes for actions to 
take with the insights generated.

Don’t wait for perfection
Most leaders we spoke with made data a 
priority for their businesses and they were 
directionally proud of their data infrastruc-
ture but were still frustrated with the lack of 
return for this investment. In digging deep-
er, they felt like it was all overwhelming be-
cause they were trying to solve for every 
corner case that they could possibly come 
up with by buying tools that they were hav-
ing a difficult time getting returns on. Some 
even commented that they wish they could 

go back to simpler days of using Excel.

Don’t waste time on reporting
One leader had a 300-person team in 
India producing 700 annual reports. At 
first, he was really proud, but when ques-
tioned about its value, he wasn’t able to 
attribute any of his business’s success-
es to that team. In fact, he talked about 
how there is always friction between the 
businesses and that particular team be-
cause the reports are not accurate or 
actionable.

So, we asked our group of interviewees how 
they can improve the return on their report-
ing. They had two common answers; (1) in-
sights from reports must be provided at the 
point of need to truly drive behavior change, 
and (2) there must be an action plan for the 
insights. If these two components are not 
part of reporting, then that reporting is not 
needed for the business to succeed.

Conclusion
We live in inflationary times, and there is a 
high probability that the market could go 
into a recession by the end of 2023. Re-
gardless of the type of economic environ-
ment we are in, we know for sure that the 
future of pricing will be volatile. Whoever 
can react to and manage this volatility will 
come out ahead.

Based on our conversations with market 
leaders, some basic principles to use to 
manage these times include:

1) By removing unprofitable customers 
and discounting habits, companies can 
stop the bleeding where it hurts most. This 
creates more flexibility and choice in mar-
ket strategies.

2) Improving the speed at which compa-
nies react to the market will give you that 
first mover advantage. Roughly right is 
much better than no action at all.

3) Companies that thrive during volatile 
times are often the ones that find ways 
to create new sources of value. One ex-
ample is by partnering with other com-
panies to bring an integrated solution to 
the end-user. End-users tend to be risk-
averse during a recession, which creates 
new opportunities for companies that can 
be nimble enough to meet their needs as 
markets change.

Providing choice and value to the end-
user remains king – and companies that 
can do so while making decisions quickly 
stand the best chance for growing profits 
through any form of volatility. v
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