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CEI 059: Pay What You Want Pricing with Tom 
Morkes  

 
Opening 

(0:00) 

Hey there, and welcome to episode number 59 of Connect, Engage, 

Inspire, the Firepole Marketing podcast with Danny Iny, creator of 

Firepole Marketing and bestselling author of Engagement From Scratch.  

Online entrepreneurs like you tune in to this podcast every week to learn 

how to build an engaged audience that connects with their humanity and 

drives their business to success. 

For today’s episode, Danny connected with Tom Morkes, an expert on the 

Pay What You Want Pricing model. Let’s get on with the show.  

Danny Iny 

(0:39) 

Hi there! I’m Danny Iny and I’m here today with Tom Morkes. Tom, 

before we dive in to Pay What You Want and all that good stuff, what’s 

your story? What do you do? How did you come to be doing it?  

Tom Morkes 

(0:50) 

Yeah, Danny. I appreciate it, man. My background is actually in the 

military, primarily, in that I actually just got out of the military about a 

year ago – a little less than a year ago now back in September of 2013. So 

up to that point, I went to West Point, graduated 2008, and from that 

point on, I was a commissioned officer in the army. So my life was 

everything military.  

Toward the end of my service though, around the five year mark when it 

was time for me to either recommit to another several years or get out, I 

realized that I had more to give than what I’ll be able to give in the Army.  

So I started thinking, what can I do with my time here and transition out? 

I didn’t want to go into – a lot of people in the Army, just to give 

perspective on this, especially officers when they’re getting out, they’re 

presented with an opportunity to go into upper management in different 

corporations. And I remember thinking that’s the opposite of what I want 

to do.  
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The last thing I want to do was go do what I’m doing in a corporate 

world because at least in the military, I see – from my perspective, my 

vantage point, there was purpose, there was mission, there was a lot of 

camaraderie there. I didn’t want to transition into just a higher paying gig 

of what I was doing. What I wanted to really do was do something that 

gave me more personal value and impacted people in a bigger way.  

So not knowing really what that meant, I started writing in spare time. I 

started publishing a blog tommorkes.com in 2012 – end of 2012. Then, in 

2013, I wrote a book and I published it called 2 Days with Seth Godin. 

And I was still scared at the time to actually publish something and to say 

I wrote this and this is me. But I put it out there and I said, “Hey” – 

because I was so scared, I was like “Well, hey, I’ll make this Pay What 

You Want pricing.”  

Most of my stuff, I had given away for free, hundreds of articles and a 

podcast and all these other stuff. And I didn’t want to stop that. I want to 

continue to give as much as I could. So I was like, “Hey, this is free but if 

you guys want to contribute to my creative work, please do.”  

In that month, I made $500 from that book. And that was kind of eye-

opening for me because people paid for a book that was free and yet, it 

also validated my writing.  

So I continue to do Pay What You Want Pricing for a lot of different 

guides and books and stuff like that. I eventually wrote a book called The 

Complete Guide to Pay What You Want Pricing, which is my attempt to 

funnel into essentially, a process and the technique and a strategy for 

implementing Pay What You Want Pricing because I had quite a bit of 

success beyond that $500, making several thousand dollars beyond that. 

And in all my part time.  

I know that’s not a lot of money for people, but for the part-time person 

who doesn’t know how to price their creative pursuits whatever they 

might be; writing, music, whatever it is, I found it invigorating. And so 

did other people when they started to write about and share that 

knowledge. People were asking me, “Well, how did you do that?” 

And so I went and I kind of went back into my college days and said, 

“Well, how do I write a report on this? How do I actually analyze this and 
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digest this and put this into something that other people can use?” So you 

have the guide to Pay What You Want Pricing came up, and I shared that 

with other people. It resonated pretty deeply with others. People really 

enjoyed it. My readers, in particular, were really, really positive about it. 

And that kind spurred into a new direction that I didn’t think I would 

end up going in terms of consulting on Pay What You Want Pricing, in 

terms of the gift economy, which I didn’t know existed a year ago, to be 

honest with you.  

I didn’t realize there was this alternate way of doing business. I didn’t 

realize there’s a whole community rallied around this kind of cause. I was 

simply looking at it from a more academic, applicable standpoint of 

saying “Well, how do I sell my stuff when maybe I devalue my own 

writing? How do I actually put my stuff out into the open and say, this is 

what I’ve created and maybe other people can use this.”  

And so, over the course of six months, I created this guide. And 

essentially, took experts out in the field who are already using it and 

using it in a business from physical products, in restaurants and wineries 

even, in yoga studios, to service base businesses, to digital space. To 

people like me who are using it for their books and their products but 

make way more money than I ever did.  

So I tried to synthesize all that into a book. That blew up and since then, I 

started a publishing company where I use that pricing technique, 

actually, very regularly because I believe in it. And now, into a business 

incubator that I recently launched last month co-founded with a buddy of 

mine, Jason Spencer. We co-founded a business incubator, a heart center 

business incubator and we use Pay What You Want Pricing. Ended up 

making $41,000 from a Pay What You Want Pricing business incubator 

launch, which again, not the biggest launch in the world. But you put it in 

the context of Pay What You Want Pricing, that’s pretty impressive. To 

me, at least, it’s eye-opening what’s possible.  

So that’s kind of where I’m at, Danny.  

Danny Iny 

(5:31) 

So, first of all, I have a lot of questions but I want to share kind of my 

journey in discovering your book. So we connected – for the benefit of our 

listeners, Tom and I connected through whatever the online channels 

were. I think you interviewed me for a project of yours. You put together 
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this amazing piece of work. It was really impressive.  

And after that had all wrapped up, you said, “Hey, here’s my ebook if 

you want to look at it.” So I put it on my to-read list and a lot of people 

send me – “Here’s my ebook that I put together, could you please, look at 

this.” So it was on my list of things to get to eventually. And it took me a 

long time to get to it.  

And when I finally did get through it, I was expecting just another one of 

these ebooks that people put together. I was really like blown away. And 

I told you this when we spoke the last time that I think, like, calling it an 

ebook almost devalues it a little bit, right? This is something that should 

be a print book. There’s a ton in there.  

So I want to first of all just point that out to our listeners, like, this is really 

something that you should be checking out and going through. It made 

me think an awful lot and I think we’re going to rolling some stuff out in 

the next – not very short term but in the medium term with Firepole 

Marketing, following some of the stuff that I learned from you. So there’s 

a lot to be garnered from there.  

Now, I want to come back to something that you said a couple of times 

talking about the scales of your launches. So the first amount, you made 

$500. And you said maybe it’s not a ton of money but in the context of 

Pay What You Want Pricing – and then, when you launched your 

business incubator with $41,000, which I think is a pretty good launch in 

general. And you said – “Which may not be huge, but in the context of 

Pay What You Want Pricing” – it makes it sound a little bit like Pay What 

You Want Pricing is, when it works out, it’s a pleasant surprise. Is that the 

case or am I misreading?  

Tom Morkes 

(7:25) 

That’s a good question, Danny. And I appreciate you pointing that out for 

me. And it’s not that it’s a surprise. I suppose, I say that maybe because 

with just who I am, and I don’t like to hype things. So I like to give people 

the real deal is that sometimes, when people use Pay What You Want 

Pricing, it doesn’t work as great as they’d like. And I know there’s certain 

ways that you can position yourself and make quite a bit of money from 

it, whether you look at case studies like anyone from the bands that have 

used it to authors that have used it like Stephen King when he first 
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started publishing online, the early 2000’s  

And when I say bands, I mean, like Radiohead back in 2007, which is a lot 

of people have heard of Pay What You Want Pricing from them because 

they were this, kind of, forward-leaning, progressive band themselves. 

But like the use is really unique pricing technique for their album in 

Rainbows. And they ended up making more money on that album, using 

Pay What You Want Pricing than all their other previous albums 

combined in the online space. And that’s a quote from Yorke, the guy – I 

believe one of the band members – the leading band member.  

And it’s just fascinating, too. Then once you start doing research, you find 

all these different other case studies.  

So when I say that the $41,000 is good but I say that because I’ve seen 

other launches for incubator programs that have done more money, 

right? But I’ve never seen a business incubator ever offer Pay What You 

Want Pricing. And the realization of that – when I say business incubator, 

I mean this is an in-person – it’s a seven-day in person business 

incubation program base in Asheville, North Carolina. There’s going to 

be – we actually haven’t run it yet. We just launched it. We got those 

orders and we’re going to be running it in another week or two here. I’m 

actually not going to be present for it. I was the one helping create the 

content for it and Jason Spencer, my buddy and my co-founder, is going 

to be running it in person as well except for all the coaches.  

But you think about that there’s overhead there. So our overhead came 

out to maybe like $15,000 to $20,000. So it’s nothing small here. I suppose 

why I say it’s important to take that as a grain of salt in that Pay What 

You Want Pricing, like, arguably, I think somebody could come in and 

say, “Well, maybe you had prices like a premium price like $10,000, 

$12,000, $15,000 per person, you would have made more money.”  

And I suppose though, where we came from, we really wanted to push 

Pay What You Want Pricing to its edge. And that was the first thing. 

When Jason brought me onboard to Flight Formula to create this 

incubator, he was like, “I want you to take it to its edge.” So I said, “Well, 

we should get rid of price altogether.” 

And what we ended up getting is several people committing over 10 
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grand per person. Some people committed less. But what’s really 

fascinating there is just to hit our basic expenses to run the program, 

those two or three people hit all our expenses. So anything else beyond 

that was profit.  

So I don’t know if that makes sense but depending on where you come 

from – like I’m not saying that this is the pricing technique that’s going to 

blow you up or blow up anybody like any writer-author or whatever, 

make a ton of money from it. But it’s interesting that when you put it out 

there, you’ll find that some of your audience will contribute so much that 

they’ll make up for the people who will try to – who may take less. Or 

even if you’re doing a digital product, like a book. I have released several 

books and people have paid zero or very little. And it doesn’t matter in 

that context because people get really spun up, “Oh, man. People are 

going to take my product for free; they’re not going to contribute.” 

But what you don’t realize is that it’s not about that. It’s not about the 

people who contribute very little. While it’s great that we lower the 

barrier to entry and we get a lot of people contributing and get a lot of 

people buying our products in Pay What You Want. The real goal in Pay 

What You Want Pricing and the real, just the beauty of this is, is that you 

open up the top end. You don’t put a cap on what generous people 

contribute. And that’s what we did. 

And so, that’s the remarkable part. And I don’t know if that answers your 

question per se but I guess, I come off it saying we did a great launch. I’m 

proud of it. But for Pay What You Want Pricing is where it’s really 

magnificent though, because in Pay What You Want Pricing, people think 

that people are just going to give the minimum and you’ll barely get by. 

But it’s not about that.  

Pay What You Want Pricing is not just a pricing technique for people who 

want to give products that would normally be free. It’s about giving 

products that are very premium, too, and about unleashing the generosity 

of your most generous customer.  

Danny Iny 

(11:35) 

So, in which case, like, what I’m hearing – I think you may even have said 

it explicitly, if not in this conversation then in others. But you’re not 

saying that everything should be with Pay What You Want Pricing. It’s 

not like the pricing model to replace all other pricing models. It’s another 
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pricing model that is appropriate in some cases.  

What are the situations where it works really well? What are the 

situations where it doesn’t? How can our listeners think – okay, this 

sounds interesting. I’m intrigued by the possibilities. Give them 

benchmarks or rules of thumb to figure out if Pay What You Want is a 

good model for what they’re doing. 

Tom Morkes 

(12:09) 

Yeah. And I would say, number one, at the end of the day, like, bottom 

line, you must have a relationship with your customer or with your 

readers. With whomever you’re providing a service to, okay.  

And so, for example, a lot of people probably listening are in the online 

space doing digital products or something related to that. So that works 

very well. But a lot of people defer and say, “Well, it only works for 

digital products because...“ You understand this, Danny. At the end of 

the day, when we have a digital product, what’s the marginal cost of 

creating one extra unit of a podcast with some marginal cost of creating 

one extra product of my ebook?  

Danny Iny 

(12:47) 

It’s basically nothing.  

Tom Morkes 

(12:48) 

Exactly. It’s nothing, right? So people defer and say, “Well, I’ll release a 

digital product and you could pay what you want.” But here’s what’s 

fascinating is I almost think people on the other end recognize that and 

they realize that the marginal cost is very little. And so, sometimes, that 

might influence their decision to contribute.  

But when you put something out there like we did with the business 

incubator, it was a very premium product. We let people know that. And 

the contributions came in over ten grand and you say to yourself how is 

that possible? Is that person – some people might think, “Oh, what a fool” 

or whatever but I don’t see that at all. What I see is a person is 

recognizing the amount that it would normally cost to fix price and 

saying, “I’m going to be generous. I’m going to contribute what I think 

this is reasonable to be priced at. And that’s what I’m going to 

contribute.” 

And at the same time, it’s reasonable for me to contribute, but at the same 

time, like, the message we sent was that those who contribute generously, 
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will be providing for those who might have the same energy and the 

same wants, the same vision, but don’t have the same money. And so, 

you’ll be providing for them.  

So, it just kind of puts the whole context in a different situation. So I’d 

say, so then that’s just a small microcosm but if you look at it at the macro 

level and you say, “Where else has this worked?” It’s worked for – I 

mentioned in Rainbows, Radiohead; I mentioned Stephen King and his 

books; those are big name guys.  

Well, does it work for anybody else? Does it work for smaller people 

doing this stuff? So my case is one example but it works for restaurants. It 

wineries works for wineries. I’ve seen it work for wineries in Germany. 

I’ve seen it work for yoga studies in Australia. I’ve seen it work for a 

brewery in Australia in Melbourne that gives our Pay What You Want 

beers once a week.  

And what’s fascinating is that – so, if you’re listening, you’re like, “Well, 

how do I apply?” So essential one is that you create a relationship with 

your customer. And then, there’s a couple other like more important – 

there’s other important points beyond that but number one is the 

relationship with your customer. Do you have a real relationship with 

your customer?  

If Microsoft or if McDonald’s – McDonald is the one I like to give but 

Microsoft would be the same – if McDonald’s rolled out a Pay What You 

Want hamburger, how many people do you think would contribute 

generously to get that hamburger? Probably not a lot, right? Because we 

don’t pay a lot of money. We don’t want to give generously to a Big Mac.  

But if the artisan down the street is creating something like truly by hand 

that’s beautiful and he says – it’s this artisan bakery and it’s like, “Here, I 

made this by scratch. Pay what you want for it.” Well, all of a sudden, it’s 

just a different context. So it works for people; it doesn’t work for 

corporations.  

What’s really fascinating though is I met a guy named Gus Warren, 

whose start-up is a Silicon Valley tech start-up called Disconnect.me. And 

he’s a piece of this—there’s other employees—they had raised over $4 

million in tech funding for this company and they’re using Pay What You 
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Want Pricing right now.  

And so, this is a pricing technique that’s just starting to catch on. So it can 

work for companies but you need to have – the core of it needs to be a 

message that people resonate with. And for Disconnect.me it definitely is. 

That’s a company about privacy and so, Pay What You Want Pricing is at 

their core. So it can work for a lot of different things.  

I don’t know – I hope that answers your question, Danny.  

Danny Iny 

(15:56) 

I think it does. I think it does. So I’m wondering something else now. So, 

let’s say someone plays with the idea of Pay What You Want Pricing. 

They roll it out and it doesn’t work for whatever reason. I mean, not 

because it’s a flawed model, just because it’s wasn’t a fit for them or they 

didn’t implement it the right way.  

Can you just roll back and say, “Okay, it’s not Pay What You Want 

anymore,” or is there going to be like a ton of blowback? 

Tom Morkes 

(16:20) 

That’s a good question. A really good question. And so, my thought 

would be that if you’re rolling something out and you want to make it 

Pay What You Want for a limited time, I’ve never seen blowback for 

something like that. And if you do get that, you’ll find that maybe it’s like 

one or two people or a small like 1 percent of your customers will actually 

give you issues with that.  

And in that case, you can just refund them if you already have that policy 

in place. And I suppose, a good thing before you get to that point is to say 

that before you start rolling this out, maybe actually present it that way 

saying this is – for those listening. And it’s like, “Oh, I’m on the fence here 

and I’m not sure if this pricing technique I want to go with.” Well, just 

put it out there. Say, “I’m going to put a pricing technique. I’m going to 

offer this in a different way that I’ve been offering it before. Normally, I 

would give a fixed price at x amount. But for this next week, I’m going to 

do something different because you’re my readers, you’re my subscribers 

or you’re my customers.”  

Again, because it’s so essential. I mentioned that because if you don’t 

have repeat customers, it’s a little bit tougher when you’re offering this to 

strangers. They won’t get it. But to repeat customers, like you, Danny, if 
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you release something as Pay What You Want, people know who you are. 

They know you’re a good guy. They know – also, you know what you’re 

talking about. So when you release something, there’s value in that. And 

they’ve also been doing business with you for a while or at least listening 

to you for a while, at least reading your content for a while. So they know 

the value you create.  

So that’s kind of like also one of those things that’s important to note, too, 

is that every little relationship with the customer is really, really 

important. That when you release something as Pay What You Want – 

I’m going to try to be generous because I’m like, “Wow, this guy is giving 

it away. He could probably charge 200, 300, 400 bucks” or whatever it is 

you’re releasing. Again, price anchoring is important there and letting 

people know the value of it.  

So nothing changes between this and fixed pricing when it comes to 

marketing, by the way, to a degree. You just want you to set it up the 

right way and let people understand what the value of it is. But then, 

once you open it up, if you’ve created that relationship with a customer, 

you’re going to find that people – like there will be portions of your 

audience that are very generous and they’ll give quite a bit.  

And you might have people that give money and if they’re the only ones 

that give money and that’s it and you say, “Well, I’m going to make it 

fixed price after this point,” I have a feeling – and it’s just a feeling 

because honestly, I haven’t had this happen to me yet, where I’ve created 

something that’s Pay What You Want, reverted to fixed pricing. And I 

had not seen that happen with any people that I’ve consulted with or 

people that I’ve talked to and heard their stories or their case studies. And 

I have interviewed hundreds of people now where people have come 

back and given backlash after that to setting a fixed price afterwards.  

So, I would say that’s an irrational fear, to be honest with you, because it 

just won’t happen in real life. You might have it with a few customers but 

it won’t be many. I promise that. 

Danny Iny 

(18:53) 

Awesome. Tom, I want to respect your time and the time of our listeners. 

But before we wrap up, I do want to know like where is your career 

trajectory going? Is Pay What You Want kind of what you’re all about 

now? Or do you have any new projects that you’re working on like 
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what’s next?  

Tom Morkes 

(19:08) 

That’s a good question. That’s good. So Pay What You Want pricing is 

just a piece of it. And I suppose, it’s important to understand that that 

was a trajectory I didn’t think I was going to go on in the first place. That 

that was me meeting a need for an audience because people were using 

this pricing model all over the place, I noticed. I started doing research 

and I found out these blog posts about it, and you’d see like in the 

comments, people asking questions all about it. Well, how does it work? 

How does it work with this and that and this?  

And I started doing research to see if there’s something out there to 

answer that. And so, I just said to myself, “Well, if nobody else is going to 

write this, I’ll write it.” And so, yes, it has led to me expanding my 

business in that area. Although, it’s also not the only thing I’m going to 

do.  

What’s really cool though is because of the success of this and because 

I’ve been reaching into the gift economy area, which I don’t know if 

you’ve heard of it. It’s a little obscure to some degree but it’s essentially 

Pay What You Want Pricing; it’s gift pricing. It’s different things like that. 

These alternative business practices.  

So, I’m working on a conference that’ll be coming up here in Dallas in 

November or November 8th. So that’ll be another – I’m hoping that’ll be 

big and that pops off and I’ll try to leverage Pay What You Want Pricing 

for that as well, which is again – there’s overhead, there’s expenses. It’s 

going to be carried off without Pay What You Want Pricing. But I’m 

going to try it. I’m going to see what happens.  

I’m also working on a book beyond that though for product launches. The 

stuff we do with Flight Formula was pretty is impressive and it’s because 

we did stuff a little bit different. We decided not to offer like a small $10, 

$20, $50 product. We decided to offer a $10,000 premium product.  

So the gift economy piece is very, very important but beyond that, it’s just 

the actual product launch piece. So I’m working on that, and getting to 

launch a business incubator with such a mastermind – this mastermind 

for veterans working with John Lee Dumas and Antonio Centeno, who I 

know you know. And so, yeah, man. A lot of different things I’m working 
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on right now and who knows where it’s going to go on the next year.  

Danny Iny 

(20:59) 

Sounds awesome. Tom, where can our listeners find more about the work 

that you’re doing?  

Tom Morkes 

(21:04) 

Yeah. I would say tommorkes.com; T-O-M-M-O-R-K-E-S.com is the best 

place to reach me. Beyond that, in search and publishing but I’d say, 

tommorkes.com is the key place, and you’ll find out all about those other 

projects if you go there.  

Danny Iny 

(21:18) 

Awesome. Tom, thanks so much for coming on the show, and to all of our 

listeners, Tom is doing really interesting and fascinating, really 

impressive work. So check it out, immerse yourself in it. There’s a lot to 

learn there and a lot of value to be extracted.  

Tom Morkes 

(21:31) 

Danny, I appreciate it.  

Closing  

(21:33) 

Thanks for tuning in. You were just listening to Connect, Engage, Inspire, 

the Firepole Marketing podcast. If you enjoyed the show, we’d very much 

appreciate a rating and review here on iTunes and make sure to head 

over to firepolemarketing.com where you can get free access to top-rated 

marketing books, dozens of special reports on engagement and audience 

building, access to expert Q&A and a whole lot more.  

And of course, stay tuned for upcoming episodes on marketing, 

engagement, and successful online business. 
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