Conference «Lomonosov-2025»

Conference track «Economic sociology and management»
Sociology in Action: The Impact of Ethical Identity on PWYW Pricing Strategies

Hayunsrii pykoBoaurenb — JlaBbijienko Biaagumup AJjiekcaHapoBud

Posmanos Aaexcardp Uavuny
Postgraduate
Tromenckuit rocytapcTBeHHbIll yHUBepcuTeT, OUHAHCOBO-9KOHOMUYECKUN UHCTUTYT, 1TOMEHbD,
Poccus
FE-mail: a.rozmanov.sas@gmail.com

Sociology, as a discipline, is critical in understanding how social norms and cultural values
shape human behavior and collective practices, including economic transactions. In recent
decades, the boundaries between market exchanges and social interactions have become increasingly
blurred, paving the way for innovative pricing strategies that challenge traditional economic
assumptions. One such strategy is Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW), which allows the customer
to set the price of goods and services according to his mind. This research investigates the
implementation of the PWYW model in a Russian catering context and examines how ethical
commitments and social identities particularly among vegetarians and vegans influence consumer
behavior.

The study builds on classical economic theory, which posits that individuals act as rational,
self-interested agents. However, insights from behavioral economics reveal that non-monetary
factors, such as altruism and ethical considerations, also play a significant role in decision-
making (Mullainathan and Thaler, 2000). Offer’s (1997) concept of the gift economy suggests
that exchanges based on goodwill and social reciprocity can yield mutually beneficial outcomes
even in the absence of predetermined prices. In this light, the PWYW is quite relevant, since
transactions are influenced by personal values rather than strict cost calculations. Consumers
who follow vegetarian or vegan diets—often motivated by ethical, environmental, and health
concerns (Fox and Ward, 2008) are likely to view economic exchanges as an extension of their
ethical commitments and, as a result, may voluntarily pay higher prices.

Other studies reveal mixed outcomes for PWYW integration. In one study, photos were
offered for sale with a portion of the proceeds donated to charity, and the PWYW model
outperformed fixed pricing in generating revenue (Gneezy et al., 2010). In another experiment,
it was found that PWYW yields higher profits when marginal costs are low and behavioral
factors are strong (Chao, Fernandez, and Nahata, 2015). Conversely, other findings indicate
that profit can decline because individual preferences for fairness, price sensitivity, and overall
satisfaction with the seller tend to mitigate price reductions (Schons et al., 2014). These studies
suggest that while PWYW can boost demand and profitability, its effectiveness depends on
various factors such as consumers’ price consciousness.

To test these ideas, an empirical investigation was conducted in Tyumen, Russia, at a
vegetarian café where muffins were offered under a PWYW system. Customers were informed
that they could choose any price for the muffins, which had a production cost of approximately
24 RUB each. Initially, the study was designed to include a regular café as a control group;
however, due to issues with data integrity at that venue, only the data from the vegetarian
establishment were deemed reliable. Alongside the experimental pricing, a short survey was
administered immediately after purchase. This survey gathered information regarding the consumers’
self-identified dietary practices, classifying them as vegetarian/vegan, pescatarian, or having
no dietary restrictions, as well as collecting demographic data such as age and sex. Additional
questions addressed the frequency of café visits, average spending habits, and maximum willingness
to pay for a comparable product.
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Analysis of the collected data revealed significant differences in pricing behavior based
on dietary identity. Specifically, vegetarian and vegan consumers paid an average of 52 RUB
per muffin, which was markedly higher than the 31 RUB paid by consumers with no dietary
restrictions. The statistical significance of this difference was confirmed with a p-value of 0.031
using the Mann-Whitney U Test. This behavior aligns well with the principles of the gift
economy, in which transactions are driven by a sense of social reciprocity rather than solely by
monetary considerations (Gneezy et al., 2010; Kramer et al., 2017).

The practical implications of these results are significant. The experiment demonstrated
that the PWYW model, when applied in a setting where consumers are likely to be ethically
motivated, can generate revenue that substantially exceeds the cost of production. In the case
of this study, the overall average payment was 46 RUB per muffin, compared to a production
cost of 24 RUB, indicating a profitable outcome for the establishment.

The integration of sociological insights into the analysis of PWYW pricing enriches our
understanding of how market behavior is influenced by broader social contexts. As contemporary
societies become more attuned to issues of environmental sustainability and social justice,
ethical consumption is poised to become an increasingly important factor in economic decision-
making. The observed willingness of vegetarian and vegan consumers to pay higher prices under
the PWYW model provides empirical support for the argument that market transactions are
deeply embedded in a network of social and ethical relationships. As society continues to grapple
with challenges related to sustainability and social responsibility, insights from studies such as
this will be invaluable in academic field. Besides, these findings not only advance theoretical
discussions in both economics and sociology but also offer practical guidance for businesses
looking to engage with an ethically motivated customer base.
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Puc. : Figure 1. Histogram of the price paid by vegetarians/vegans versus people with no dietary
restrictions.
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Puc. : Figure 2. Histogram of the price paid by vegetarians/vegans versus pescatarians.
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Puc. : Figure 3. Histogram of the price paid by pescatarians versus people with no dietary
restrictions.



