
 

 

The Price of Uniqueness 

Why Transparency and Uniformity Define the Real Rules of Pricing  

 

Price is not a calculation — it’s a conviction. 
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The Hidden Language of Price 
Pricing looks simple. It never is. Every price tells a story — not just about value, but 

about confidence. In markets, as in life, price exposes conviction: how clearly we 

understand what we offer, and how strongly we stand by it. 

Every product exists somewhere between sameness and difference, between clarity and 

confusion. These two forces — uniformity and transparency — shape how markets 

behave and how companies earn or lose their margins. 

 
Transparent Market Opaque Market 

Uniform Product Price-only competition Margin erosion through confusion 

Unique Product Price as value signal Price as identity 

When markets are both transparent and uniform, price becomes a weapon. When they 

are opaque and unique, price becomes a statement. 

Four Worlds of Pricing 
Across markets, every business must understand not only what it sells, but how it 

competes. When you map uniformity and transparency together, four distinct worlds 

emerge — each with its own logic of value, competition, and pricing power. 

1. The Commodity World — energy, consumer telecom and bulk steel — where price 

cuts fastest. Margins are thin; scale and efficiency rule. There is little room for 

imagination, and differentiation is fleeting. 

2. Opaque but Uniform Markets — outsourcing, insurance — where differentiation is 

often an illusion. Buyers suspect sameness beneath the surface and push on price. 

Simplicity and trust become more powerful than slogans, and transparency becomes a 

weapon rather than a threat. 

3. Semi-Transparent Markets of Uniqueness — some technology (Apple), fashion, 

design, wine — where every product carries its own narrative. A higher price reframes 

expectation; it invites belief and sets emotional anchors. 

4. Markets of Trust — art, haute couture, strategy consulting — where price isn’t 

explained but declared. Buyers can’t measure intrinsic value; they buy judgment, 

scarcity, and conviction. As Peter Drucker wrote, “In knowledge work, the product is the 

judgment.” 

Together, these four worlds illustrate that pricing is not about mathematics, but about 

market structure and meaning. Knowing which world you operate in determines 

whether price is your constraint or your advantage. 
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When two producers compete within the same market, and one aims to raise prices by 

building uniqueness while the other lowers prices by chasing volume, only one will win. 

Their strategies pull the market in opposite directions — toward scarcity or toward 

sameness — and the market cannot sustain both. As Bruce Henderson described in his 

Pricing Paradox, one side ends up defining the game while the other becomes defined by 

it. 

The Illusion of Transparency 
Wine seems transparent. Scores, reviews, and prices are public. Yet most buyers can’t 

judge intrinsic quality. They rely on signals — story, reputation, price itself. 

Transparency is only an illusion; perception is the truth. 

The winemaker who controls the story — terroir, heritage, authenticity — controls the 

margin. The one who doesn’t ends up in the discount aisle. When everything looks 

comparable, meaning becomes your only defense. 

To bring this principle to life, consider a clear illustration in the Barolo region. When a 

cooperative sells its wine far below the market price, it sends a signal to consumers: this 

is a uniform product, interchangeable and priced by efficiency. It invites them to believe 

that paying more is self-deception — that a higher price is a trick, not a truth. Yet the 

entire DOCG system was designed to defend the opposite idea: that Barolo 

is not uniform. The rules, the terroir, the grape varieties, and the heritage of individual 

vineyards and winemakers all exist to express uniqueness. 

Whether the cooperative succeeds depends on whether consumers believe its story of 

sameness more than the winemaker’s story of distinction. The market’s center of gravity 

will tilt one way or the other — and only one narrative will hold. 

The opposite is equally true: regions with little intrinsic differentiation face high risk 

when attempting premium pricing. Without visible or credible uniqueness, the price 

premium becomes fragile, and consumers simply fail to recognize the justification 

behind it. 

Yet exceptions prove the rule — and they show how narrative control and belief 

formation can overturn an entire market logic. Sassicaia, for example, became world-

famous despite holding Italy’s lowest classification — simple table wine. In 1978, at an 

international blind tasting organized by Decanter magazine in London, Sassicaia 

outperformed top Bordeaux wines, overturning expectations and forcing the market to 

reconsider what “quality” meant. Today Sassicaia is Italy’s most celebrated wine, with 

its own DOC (Bolgheri Sassicaia), and it even prompted the creation of the Indicazione 

Geografica Tipica (IGT) classification across Italy. It is a reminder that once in a 

generation, a challenger can redefine the hierarchy — but only through exceptional 

narrative, undeniable performance, and the courage to break convention. 
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When Price Becomes Conviction 
Just as belief defines value in wine — where story and trust shape perception — it also 

defines value in brands. 

Most companies improvise, often because they are uncertain about their identity or 

purpose. Pricing is reactive — delegated to sales, pegged to competitors, or justified by 

what the market will bear. It shows not logic, but uncertainty. 

By contrast, Apple sits at the opposite end. It treats price as part of design — not the 

result, but the message. Every product begins with a question: What do we want this to 

say? Only then: What should it cost? 

When Apple raised prices, demand didn’t fall; it grew. The company achieved positive 

price elasticity — higher prices created more desire. Each increase confirmed quality, 

signaled belonging, and reinforced belief. 

Belief drives value → value justifies price → price reinforces belief. 

That loop defines pricing leadership. It’s rare because it requires courage — to decide 

what you stand for before you decide what you charge. 

Price as Proof of Identity 
Just as conviction defines pricing power in brands like Apple, it also determines 

credibility in professional services. The same logic applies when expertise, not a 

product, is what you sell. 

When a client compares your fee, it’s not about price — it’s about perception. It means 

you haven’t yet shown why your presence and your thinking stand apart. In strategy 

consulting, comparability equals failure. If your value can be benchmarked, you’ve 

allowed yourself to look like a benchmark. 

“When a client compares your price, they are telling you that you haven’t yet proved 

who you are.” 

True advisors don’t compete on hours or deliverables. They compete on clarity, trust, 

and consequence — on their ability to make leaders see differently. The conversation 

shifts from what it costs to what it changes. 

A client issuing a Request for Proposal (RFP) is sending a clear signal: they are not 

searching for conviction, but for compliance. An RFP process assumes standardization 

— it seeks the lowest cost for a defined service. When a client who claims to be unique 

issues an RFP asking for 'relevant experience,' they are contradicting their own 

narrative. They ask for innovation but structure the process to reward conformity. True 

differentiation cannot be bought through a bidding process; it is chosen through belief. 
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Lessons for Leaders 
For leaders in mid-sized firms — €50M to €500M in revenue — the real challenge is not 

how to set a price, but how to define the context in which that price will make sense. 

Pricing freedom follows strategic clarity. When you know which world you play in, you 

know what kind of story your price needs to tell. 

Ask yourself: are you competing for efficiency, or for belief? Are you defending 

sameness, or creating distinction? Every pricing decision should make that choice 

visible. 

• In commodity markets, scale and efficiency win. Your advantage lies in cost 

structure, reliability, and process speed. 

• In opaque uniform markets, clarity becomes your edge. Make it easy to choose 

you — simplify what others complicate, and build trust where confusion reigns. 

• In transparent but unique markets, discipline matters. Maintain a clear 

narrative; price consistency strengthens credibility more than discounts ever 

will. 

• In opaque, unique markets, conviction is currency. Sell insight, not 

deliverables. Build scarcity through trust and authenticity. 

Modern business models such as freemium and SaaS disrupt this logic by manipulating 

transparency and opacity. Freemium temporarily increases transparency — users 

experience value before paying — but reintroduces opacity through switching costs, 

subscription tiers, and data dependence. It expands accessibility while embedding 

loyalty, turning cost structures into growth engines. Yet even here, the matrix still 

applies: freemium succeeds when it reinforces uniqueness and trust, not when it 

commoditises the product. 

For every company, the goal is to move one step up the value chain — from 

transparency toward trust, from uniformity toward uniqueness. The higher you climb, 

the less your price explains you, and the more it defines you. 

Bruce Henderson said it best: “Strategy is not playing harder within the rules, but 

changing the rules to your advantage.”Pricing does the same. It isn’t about following the 

market; it’s about shaping the logic of value itself. 

Price as the Control Point 
Price is not merely a number — it is the ultimate control point of strategy. It defines 

whether a company leads its market or follows it. To set price is to declare intent: do 

you exercise strategic freedom, or do you submit to market compliance? 

When companies treat pricing as reactive, they surrender control. They allow 

competitors, customers, and short-term pressures to dictate value. But when pricing 

becomes a deliberate act — anchored in clarity, conviction, and differentiation — it 

turns into an expression of leadership. 
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Low prices may buy attention, but they drain belief. High prices test confidence, yet they 

project strength. The right price isn’t fair — it’s true. It expresses what you believe your 

work stands for. 

You’re not paid for what’s in the bottle, but for what the bottle represents. 

Price is not neutral. It is strategy condensed — the single number that captures whether 

you shape your market or are shaped by it. Transparent markets reward efficiency. 

Opaque ones reward trust. 

The art of pricing lies in knowing where you truly stand — and whether your story 

justifies your number. Where transparency ends, meaning begins. And that is where 

lasting value is created. 

What would happen if you raised your prices not as a reaction, but as a declaration of 

belief? That question, more than any formula, defines the courage of leadership. 

 


	The Hidden Language of Price
	Four Worlds of Pricing
	The Illusion of Transparency
	When Price Becomes Conviction
	Price as Proof of Identity
	Lessons for Leaders
	Price as the Control Point
	About Outdoor Connect

