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Abstract. Informed SaaS pricing decision-making requires the involve-
ment of different business units and integrated pricing approaches.
Achieving both appears to be challenging for a lot of SaaS providers,
and despite its declared importance, pricing is one of the most under-
managed business processes. Small and medium-sized companies do not
have the resources for or the understanding of how to make informed
decisions on pricing strategy and tactics. Pricing is a topic of interest in
several research domains including economics, management science, digi-
tal and service marketing, and, increasingly, in software engineering. Still,
the lack of integration between studies creates inconsistency in research.
A comprehensive SaaS pricing body of knowledge is missing, as is a
coherent action-oriented “Cookbook”. This multi-vocal literature review
both brings together results from these research domains and matches
practitioner expertise with academic research outcomes to promote the
advancement of SaaS pricing theory and practice.

Keywords: SaaS · Software-as-a-Service · Pricing · Multi-vocal
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1 Introduction

Pricing is recognized as one of the crucially important elements of business strat-
egy and tactics in the majority of product and service companies [39]. Software
companies, including SaaS providers, are not an exception. For them, pricing is
crucial and requires sophisticated decision-making [13,38]. There is a keen inter-
est in and need for better pricing methods and solutions in the software indus-
try, which is experiencing a transition towards the service paradigm. Therefore,
a growing number of practitioners and researchers are seeking pricing methods
and solutions. However, the body of knowledge in pricing is vast and full of iso-
lated pricing-related approaches and recommendations that can induce radically
different pricing tactics and strategies.

By its nature, pricing lay on the intersection of different responsibili-
ties, including Development, Sales, Marketing, Finance, Support, and informed

c© Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2019
S. Hyrynsalmi et al. (Eds.): ICSOB 2019, LNBIP 370, pp. 114–129, 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-33742-1_10

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-33742-1_10&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7921-986X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7043-0458
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-33742-1_10


Towards a SaaS Pricing Cookbook: A Multi-vocal Literature Review 115

decisions that require coherent effort coordination and collaboration between
them [12]. The Software Product Management Body of Knowledge [27] specifies
pricing as one of the core areas of responsibility of product managers. However,
pricing requires sophisticated analyses based on internal and external informa-
tion and product management requires extensive analytical support. Facing these
challenges, large tech companies, including SaaS providers, employ highly quali-
fied economists in cooperation with qualified product and project managers who
are capable of coping with these pricing challenges [5]. However, SMEs do not
have the resources and understanding to make informed decisions on pricing
strategy and tactics. Inconsistent knowledge of SaaS pricing and the compli-
cations of proper implementation of all pricing-related processes and practices
leads to a scattered and under-managed pricing process in many software and
SaaS developing companies [12,52].

Incoherent pricing in the industry is mirrored in academic literature. There is
no single “home” for studies on software and SaaS pricing in the academic com-
munity. Pricing is a growing field of research within several different research
domains, including economics, management science, digital and service mar-
keting, as well as software engineering and computer science. Still, the current
theory does not offer coherent and verified solutions to assist product managers
in selecting among the millions of options while designing and implementing
pricing. Rare attempts to provide such guidance do not bring utilitarian value
for practitioners [51].

The eventual goal of SaaS pricing research should be a body of knowledge
that defines the scope and content of knowledge on SaaS pricing and a “Cook-
book” that offers appropriate SaaS pricing designs to product managers based
on parameters and objectives of a given situation. There should be no illusions
that one SaaS pricing framework could be applicable to all types of products in
all types of SaaS providers. Moreover, product managers and their teams remain
responsible for deciding which SaaS pricing processes and practices should be
applied to the specific product, taking into account product characteristics and
overall business model and strategy. However, a “Cookbook” that consists of
compartmentalized pricing frameworks, step-by-step solutions, and easy-to-use
decision-support mechanisms could support product managers and in the long
run improve pricing in SaaS industries.

As pricing is both a critical business function and a subject of academic
research, we have searched for articles for this literature study from both pric-
ing practitioners and leading scholars. Combining these two sources of litera-
ture in the systematic multi-vocal literature review allows us to explore existing
pricing frameworks and systematize a diverse range of recommendations and
guidance grounded either in research or practical experience. We explored avail-
able academic literature on SaaS pricing across various scientific databases and
digital libraries (“white” literature, 76 items), as well as materials produced by
practitioners and industry experts outside the traditional academic community
(“grey” literature, 151 items). As a result, this research attempts to contribute to
developing a concise and practical SaaS pricing “Cookbook” and comprehensive
Body of Knowledge by comparing and analyzing thirteen existing SaaS pricing
frameworks.
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2 Background

2.1 SaaS Definition

The most common definition of SaaS is the one presented in 2011 by the United
States National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) [35]. NIST defines
the Cloud computing in general as: “a model for enabling ubiquitous, convenient,
on-demand network access to a shared pool of configurable computing resources
(e.g., networks, servers, storage, applications, and services) that can be rapidly
provisioned and released with minimal management effort or service provider
interaction”. Further, SaaS itself is defined as one of three service models cloud
computing could be deployed along with Platform-, and Infrastructure-as-a-
Service. Specifically, Software as a Service (SaaS) is “the capability provided to
the consumer is to use the provider’s applications running on a cloud infras-
tructure”. The applications are accessible from various devices through a thin
client interface or an application. The consumer does not manage or control
the underlying cloud infrastructure, with the possible exception of limited user-
specific application configuration settings.

Being widely accepted by practitioners in the software industry, quite often
we can see that researchers in academia use interchangeable notions depending
on their research domain instead of SaaS. Depending on the research context,
terms “cloud services” [31], “online services” [40] and “information services” [6]
among others are widely used as synonyms to SaaS.

2.2 SaaS Pricing

In most types of businesses, pricing has always been recognized as an essen-
tial component of overall business strategy with an impact on profits and rev-
enues [33]. Software companies became an example of those whose commercial
success is very dependent on an adequate pricing strategy due to the nature
of the market, cost structures, and network effects [53]. Decisions on designing
and implementing a pricing strategy have always been challenging for software
companies [9].

The transition towards the SaaS business model enabled new opportunities
for software companies in software development, delivery, and operations. These
opportunities have implications on pricing by creating and magnifying the num-
ber of pricing design, experiment, and control mechanisms are available for SaaS
companies. These mechanisms include, for example, recurring subscription fees,
new mechanisms to ensure efficient price discrimination, and real-time usage
tracking: [15,18,28]. However, these new opportunities can also cause obsta-
cles for companies when old pricing principles and practices become obsolete
and companies’ understandings of how the new ones should be designed are
unclear [38].

There is no unified approach to determining the pricing strategy, its imple-
mentation, or tactics. We still lack a comprehensive discussion and analysis of
this issue. When considering quite extensive literature overviews in background
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sections of several research papers (i.e., [22,29,38]), we were able to identify
only one paper that explicitly performed a literature review on the pricing of all
three pillars of cloud computing including SaaS, PaaS, and IaaS [54]. All these
reviews and overviews lack a systematic approach and cover only a narrow body
of literature.

2.3 SaaS Pricing Body of Knowledge and “Cookbook”

A comprehensively defined and structured set of knowledge is now commonly
referred to as a Body of Knowledge. Such Bodies of Knowledge exist in a range
of disciplines and associated professional areas and provide complete guides to
various areas of knowledge, concepts, terms, competences, and activities within
a particular domain [10]. However, few of these Bodies of Knowledge define
knowledge with the stress on general factors and most often do not provide
easy-to-use solutions in a step-by-step or exemplifying style. For these purposes,
Body of Knowledge could be supplemented with more action-oriented “Cook-
books” helpful in making decisions and organizing processes and practices more
systematically and efficiently.

So far, SaaS pricing lacks successful attempts to provide a widely accepted
Body of Knowledge that defines the scope and content of knowledge regarding
SaaS pricing, clarifying its place, and setting the boundary concerning other
processes and activities inside SaaS developing companies. As a result, even the
same terms of pricing strategy, tactics, and structure can have different meanings
to researchers and practitioners, and the amount of such confusing terms is
large [51]. Roughly the same situation is found with action-oriented approaches
and cookbook-style recipes for consistent analyses and decision-making regarding
SaaS pricing.

By now, the very best attempts to develop SaaS pricing Body of Knowledge
or “Cookbooks” can be considered books titled “The Anatomy of SaaS Pricing”
by Campbell [12] and “Mastering SaaS Pricing” by Poyar [43]. In a narrative
style, both books cover a wide range of pricing-related issues crucial for SaaS
companies and undoubtedly delivers great value for practitioners. However, these
books lack thorough discussions of concepts, terminology, and knowledge areas
within SaaS pricing, nor do they provide coherent and comprehensive ready-to-
use solutions and step-by-step guidelines.

3 Research Approach

3.1 Research Scope and Research Questions

The theory and practice of SaaS pricing have advanced over the last fifteen
years since first SaaS solutions have been introduced. However, SaaS pricing has
not arisen from scratch. Existing SaaS pricing practices are largely grounded
in earlier pricing practices in software, internet, and service-oriented industries.
Exploring and alignment existing pricing frameworks and approaches proposed
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by both academic researchers and experienced practitioners seem to be the first
step towards a better understanding of how SaaS solutions are and should be
priced. Thus, the research question can be defined as follows:

RQ: What pricing frameworks have been proposed and how they can support
pricing-related decision-making?

To address RQ and to promote further studies on SaaS pricing, we conducted
a multi-vocal literature review across various research areas and sources of lit-
erature (“white” or “grey”). To answer these questions, we classified the existing
literature across various dimensions. Cross-domain and cross-sourced analysis
of the research trends, contribution, and challenges allowed us to compare and
match them. Both similarities and differences can indicate the potential for fur-
ther studies, as well as highlight promising research avenues in SaaS pricing.
The multi-vocal literature review was conducted following the research protocol
outlined from the guidelines [21].

3.2 Search Strategy and Study Selection

The literature review consisted of two stages of searching for literature. In the
first stage, we collected “white” literature using multiple scientific databases and
digital libraries. We defined the list of the primary search terms that could form
the basis of search queries for major scientific databases and libraries as well as
set search limitations regarding time, publication type, and research area.

In the search query we dealt with the difference in terminology regarding
the notion of SaaS by creating a list of possible synonyms, which were linked
during the search procedure using the operator OR: “SaaS”, “software as a ser-
vice”, “software service”, “cloud service”, “information service”, “digital service”
and “internet service”. The second part of the search query consisted of words
“price” and “pricing” linked with the operator OR. Both parts of the search
query were linked with the operator AND. The search procedure was applied
to three fields (title, abstract, and keywords) that contain the most accessible
information about the paper.

Once the search terms were settled, we defined a list of sources of relevant
scientific literature. We selected the following scientific databases and libraries
that cover the most significant journals and conference proceedings: ScienceDi-
rect, SpringerLink, Scopus, JSTOR, IEEE Xplore, and ACM Digital Library.
The search procedure was conducted in June 2019. To ensure the exhaustive-
ness of the collected body of literature, we complemented automated search with
backward and forward chaining manual search using the Google Scholar search
engine.

“White” literature search produced 99 studies without duplicates. All papers
were stored for further revision of Inclusion/Exclusion criteria. The Inclusion
Criteria (IC) was applied for screening titles, keywords, and abstracts. The IC
helped to identify papers that meet research scope and implicitly investigate any
aspects of SaaS pricing. The Exclusion Criteria (EC) allowed us to exclude papers
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from those that have already been included based on the full-text analysis. We
excluded papers where SaaS and its pricing were the context of the study rather
than the topic and papers that did not provide any documented evidence to
support research findings. As a result, the “white” literature for further analysis
consisted of 76 items that meet the following requirements:

– [IC] Full texts of the paper are available;
– [IC] Published in peer-reviewed journals or conference proceedings;
– [IC] The study is not a duplicate of another study;
– [IC/EC] The study covers any aspect of SaaS pricing;
– [EC] Research goals and approach are clearly defined;
– [EC] The research provides evidence for the results obtained and pieces of

evidence for the results are rigorously reported;

In the second stage, we collected “grey” literature following a similar proto-
col. Using the Google search engine instead of scientific databases, we ran the
same search query and explored the first one hundred items provided. We man-
ually explored each web-resource identified within the search procedure. The
collected body “grey” literature consists of 151 items with content that satisfies
the following requirements:

– Is publicly available (i.e., not behind a pay-wall/registration);
– Discusses certain SaaS pricing aspect;
– Is a standalone material written under a real name or published under the

name of the organization;
– The material content is original.

3.3 Data Extraction

The multistage formal content analysis process was implemented to extract a
taxonomy of pricing frameworks with further analyzing and reporting.

For both sources of literature, we extracted the following information: Title,
Author(s), Date (Year), Publication Type, SaaS Type, Market Type, Considered
SaaS Pricing Aspects, Identified SaaS Pricing Factors, Key Findings. Addition-
ally, for the “white” literature items we extracted such fields as Publication Venue,
Research Approach, Research Aim, Research Questions. The corresponding list
of additional fields for “grey” literature includes Company/Project, Analytical
Approach, and Web Address. Tables with the information on the collected body
of “white” and “grey” literature items including extracted fields are available
online1.

After the data extraction was completed, we made excerpts of publications
describing pricing frameworks, schemes, or approaches. These publications were
further reviewed to extract information regarding the framework and answer the
defined research question RQ.

1 https://1drv.ms/x/s!AplKvkJggBgQuABgBypTTEs0STz4.

https://1drv.ms/x/s!AplKvkJggBgQuABgBypTTEs0STz4
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3.4 Comparison and Analysis

The most widely accepted definition of the term “framework” states that a frame-
work is “the system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories
that supports and informs research” [34,48]. Besides, a framework is a visual or
written product explains, either graphically or in narrative form, main issues
behind certain phenomena, key factors, concepts, or variable, and the presumed
relationships among them. Within our study, we tried to keep our comparison
analysis as full as possible and will include in the scope all pieces of research
that intend to provide any systematization or decision-making support for any
SaaS pricing aspects. However, the total number of publications that we were
able to classify as providing SaaS pricing frameworks was not high.

Quite a lot of publications written by practitioners list possible pricing strate-
gies, mechanisms, options with hints on their applicability in different contexts
(i.e., [1,58]) or provide an extensive range of guidelines in narrative form and
not being adequately systemized (i.e., [12,50]). While all these resources provide
a wide range of recommendations that altogether cover all SaaS pricing aspects
and consider all factors that could influence pricing decision, however, we did
not treat them as frameworks and did not include them in our comparison. Sim-
ilarly, many papers in academic literature provide frameworks where pricing is
the context or an integral part, still not the objective (i.e., licensing frameworks
[49,57]) or propose models designed to highlight specific SaaS pricing issues (i.e.,
[32,37,56]). We were not able to include them in our comparison. In total we
identified and selected thirteen SaaS pricing frameworks, seven of which (F1–F7)
were proposed in “white” literature and the rest (F8–F13)—in “grey”.

Pricing frameworks are difficult to compare due to their comprehensiveness,
variability in basic assumptions, and even confusing terminology. We compared
frameworks within a defining list of five characteristics. The following charac-
teristics were considered: Perspective, Scientific Origins, Framework Structure,
Pricing Aspects Covered, and Pricing Factors Considered.

The Perspective of the framework specifies whether the framework employs
a prescriptive or descriptive perspective. Prescriptive or action-oriented frame-
works provide guidelines on how pricing should be done. In contrast, descrip-
tive or analysis-oriented frameworks do not assign specific actions to be taken.
Instead, they conceptualize certain pricing aspects and systematically classify
various pricing-related options. The Framework Structure describes the struc-
ture and the logic of the framework. The Scientific Origins means the back-
ground on which the framework is based and approaches used to design. Some
of the frameworks originated from purely philosophical principles or mathemati-
cal/statistical rules, while others are grounded into extensive literature overview,
previous frameworks, or even based on personal experience.

Pricing Aspects Covered and Pricing Factors Considered respectively specify
SaaS pricing areas addressed in these frameworks and factors influencing pricing-
related decision-making processes. Both characteristics were grounded in the
typologies provided in [51]. Pricing Aspects Covered were classified across three
groups: Pricing strategy, Pricing tactics, and Pricing operations. Pricing Factors
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Considered were classified across four categories named Market, Consumers,
Company, and Product.

The comparison of identified pricing frameworks is presented in Tables 1 and
2. Frameworks classifications based on Pricing Aspects Covered and Pricing
Factors considered are presented in Tables 3 and 4 respectively.

Table 1. Academic SaaS pricing frameworks comparison

# Name Ref. Perspective Framework structure Scientific and
practical origins

F1 Customer-centric
value-based
pricing framework

[7,8] Analysis-oriented Customer-centric two-staged
framework:
1: Pre-purchase phase (Com-
munication & Transparency)
2: Post-purchase phase
(Dynamism & Service)

Literature overview
(esp. [14,26,28,36])
Series of in-depth
interview

F2 Customer-value
based pricing
framework

[22,23] Action-oriented Depicts the interconnection
between three pillars:
1: Customer characteristics
2: Company objectives
3: Pricing objectives and
strategy

Literature overview
(esp. [19])

F3 Pricing process
framework

[59] Analysis-oriented Three-stage pricing process
structure:
1: Data collection
2: Strategy analysis
3: Strategy establishment

Literature overview
(esp. [11,16])

F4 Competitive forces
based framework

[38] Analysis-oriented Four-layer model:
1: Competitive forces
2: Factors impacting
3: Revenue models
4: Competitive advantage

Literature overview
(esp. [41,42])

F5 Software products
pricing typology

[30] Analysis-oriented Typology based on six pricing
parameters:
1: Formation of price,
2: Structure of payment flow,
3: Assessment base,
4: Price discrimination,
5: Price bundling,
6: Dynamic pricing strategies

Literature overview
(esp. [9]) Series of
in-depth interviews

F6 Cloud solution
pricing framework

[28] Analysis-oriented Typology based on seven pric-
ing parameters:
1: Pricing scope
2: Structure of payment flow
3: Assessment base
4: Price discrimination
5: Price bundling
6: Dynamic pricing strategies

Literature overview
(esp. [25,30])
Market survey

F7 Pricing strategy
guideline
framework

[2,55] Action-oriented Five layers of pricing within
Corporate and Sales & Mar-
keting Strategies:
1: Value Creation+Business
Case,
2: Pricing Structure,
3: Price and Value Communi-
cation,
4: Price Policy+Sales Mecha-
nism
5: Price Level

Literature overview
(esp.
[4,24,26,41,42])
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Table 2. Practice SaaS pricing frameworks comparison

# Name Ref. Perspective Framework structure Scientific and
practical origins

F8 Pricing
canvas
framework

[20] Action-oriented Six-segment pricing canvas:
1: Customer Segments,
2: Value Proposition,
3: Cost Structure,
4: Competitors and Market,
5: Pricing Strategy,
6: Price Model

Not specified

F9 Pricing
strategies
decision
framework

[17] Action-oriented Six-step framework:
1: What is the Customer’s
Value of the Product?
2: Is the Customer Aware of
this Value?
3: Can the Customer Base
be Segmented?
4: Is the Customer’s
Demand Variable or Uncer-
tain?
5: Establish a Price Floor
6: What are the value
metrics that are most
important to the customer?

Case-studies
(own experience)
Pacific Crest
SaaS Company
Survey, Totango
Reports on SaaS
Metrics

F10 PWC pricing
management
framework

[47] Analysis-oriented Four pricing management
segments:
1: Pricing strategy,
2: Price formulation,
3: Transaction
management,
4: Performance
management

Case-studies
(own experience)

F11 Mastering
pricing
framework

[43] Action-oriented Pricing pillars:
1: Pricing at the Seed Stage
2: Pricing at the Expansion
Stage
3: Pricing at the Growth
Stage

Large-scale
survey and
market research

F12 ACCION
pricing
framework

[3] Action-oriented Four-step framework:
1: Define your upper bound
2: Define your lower bound
3: Identify any reasons to
charge less than max value
4: Structure your pricing
model as a compromise
between upper bound and
lower bound

Not specified

F13 Product
Focus pricing
framework

[44,46] Action-oriented Pricing pillars:
1: Pricing constraints
2: Pricing cycle
3: Pricing Evolution

Case-studies
(own experience)
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Table 3. SaaS pricing aspects coverage

Category Aspect Framework

F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 F8 F9 F10 F11 F12 F13

Pricing strategy Structure and
models

× × × × × × × × × × × × ×

Evaluation and
evolution

× × × ×

Pricing tactics Customer
analytics and
segmentation

× × × × × × × × ×

Transparency and
communication

× × × × × × ×

Offering design
and promotion

× × × × × × ×

Pricing operations Ownership and
decision-making

× ×

Monitoring and
control

× × ×

4 Research Findings

Several publications authored by practitioners aim to deliver the desired SaaS
pricing «Cookbook» or even more comprehensive body of knowledge (i.e., [12,43,
45]). Being systematically combined in a single book the myriad of blogposts by
L. Murphy2 and C. Mele3 could serve the same purpose. These publications could
provide valuable support for SaaS companies in designing and implementing
their pricing. However, their crucial limitation is the lack of systematic approach
and frameworks that structure the content, insights, and ideas provided. In this
study, we were able to identify SaaS pricing frameworks that addressed various
pricing aspects and employed different pricing methods. All thirteen frameworks
for SaaS pricing vary significantly in their theoretical content, their purpose, and
the way they conceptualize pricing. This variety reflects the diversity of research
questions and purposes addressed by these different frameworks. One framework
cannot serve all purposes of research and be applicable for all kinds of cases.

Seven out of thirteen frameworks (F1–F7) were introduced in academic liter-
ature, and six by practitioners (F8–F13). We classified six as Analysis-oriented
(developed mostly by researchers) and seven—as Action-oriented. In compari-
son to practical frameworks, academic ones include better documentation of their
logic, goals, and principles as well as traces of their groundings in previous stud-
ies. However, these academic frameworks do not do much to describe their actual
implementations in practice, and they are not referred to extensively in grey lit-
erature [51]. On the other hand, frameworks provided by practitioners are not so
well-documented. With some of them, we had to extract information from only
very brief presentations. It is possible that many of these frameworks provided
by practitioners are made for consulting business. They do not provide reliable
evidence of their implementations in practice. Often their relevancy comes from
the reputation of the companies (i.e., PWC [47] or Product Focus [45]) or the
expert (i.e., K. Poyar [43]) behind them.
2 https://sixteenventures.com.
3 https://softwarepricing.com.

https://sixteenventures.com
https://softwarepricing.com
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Table 4. SaaS pricing factors consideration

Group Factor Framework
F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 F7 F8 F9 F10 F11 F12 F13

Market Market size and
maturity

× × × × × × × × ×

Market structure
and competition

× × × × × × × × × × ×

Types of
customers

× × × × × × × × × ×

Barriers and
constraints

×

Consumers Perceived value × × × × × × × × ×
Willingness-to-
pay

× × × × × ×

Adoption
readiness

×

Switching costs × × × ×
Network effect × × ×

Company Business goals
and
opportunities

× × × × × × × × ×

Company size
and maturity

× × ×

Resources
availability

× × ×

Cost structure × × × × × × × × × × ×
Product Product

category
× × × × × ×

Lifecycle stage × × ×
Competitive
advantage

× × × × × × × × ×

Experience
required

× ×

Scalability
potential

×

Frameworks vary significantly regarding SaaS pricing aspects covered
(Table 3). While all frameworks address pricing Structure and Models and many
of them additionally incorporate issues related to Customer Analytics and Seg-
mentation, few of them deal with pricing Evaluation and Evolution or other SaaS
pricing tactics and operations. In general, practical frameworks address more
pricing aspects and they are more informal and less structured than academic
frameworks. Their decision-support is often just a structured set of recommen-
dations or a list of items to consider (i.e., Monitoring and Control or Offering
design and Promotions in [43,45]).

Correspondingly, less systematic practical frameworks (i.e., F11, F13) con-
sider more pricing-affecting factors (Table 4) than academic ones. Still, the
support for decision-making often remains unclear. Moreover, it is challenging
for SaaS companies to proceed with these factors in decision-making without
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collecting data to assess these factors (i.e., measuring network effects strength
that this particular SaaS solution creates, or consumers’ willingness-to-pay).
Additionally, the pricing frameworks do not incorporate engineering aspects of
SaaS factors related to the market, consumers, and company itself. While some
frameworks consider Scalability potential and Lifecycle stage, none connects pric-
ing decisions with Quality attributes and Functional requirements and features
sets.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

Pricing is often a difficult and uncertain process. SaaS providers vary widely
in how they organize, execute, and evaluate pricing decisions. The implemen-
tation of proper SaaS pricing is one of the most complex activities that any
company can attempt. It impacts many processes inside the company, affects
different business units, and requires sophisticated analysis. Many organizations,
while understanding the complexity of pricing and its strategic role in product
and company success, find themselves not capable of performing proper pricing.
More importantly, the academic community has failed to equip the industry with
trustworthy pricing approaches, frameworks, and guidelines.

To the best of our knowledge, this research is the first attempt to bridge aca-
demic research and practice employing a multi-vocal literature review to obtain
a better understanding of SaaS pricing in general and what frameworks now exist
to guide SaaS companies designing and implementing pricing strategies, policies,
and practices. We provided a comparison of thirteen frameworks found in aca-
demic and practitioner literature. Some of these have been developed for specific
aspects, whereas others have a broader purpose. This comparison goes beyond
identifying the benefits and limitations of provided frameworks. As stated below,
although the amount of literature on SaaS pricing is growing, the comprehen-
sive body of knowledge on SaaS pricing is missing. Following the approaches of
existing mature bodies of knowledge in other disciplines, an SaaS pricing body of
knowledge should promote a consistent view of SaaS pricing and clarify its place
with respect to other business functions by defining key terms and concepts,
knowledge areas, and SaaS pricing-related tasks and techniques. Grounded in
this body of knowledge, a cookbook-style guideline and a compendium of recom-
mendations could be introduced. They will equip product managers with verified
step-by-step pricing frameworks and easy-to-use approaches, addressing differ-
ent pricing aspects from different perspectives, supplemented with structured
decision-making systems.

Bringing together theoretical analysis and practical experience is an essen-
tial step toward developing a SaaS pricing “Cookbook”. However, much more
research is needed to achieve the goal of having the “Cookbook” mentioned above.
Academic research on SaaS pricing seems to somewhat lag behind in terms of
practical expertise, observations, and opinions. While existing academic liter-
ature on SaaS consists of relatively small and fragmented studies that belong
to different research domains, practitioners are active in publishing and sharing
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SaaS pricing advice, observations, and even frameworks. Moreover, many non-
academic studies performed without scientific rigor provide more value for the
industry. Pricing contains many opportunities for research. Many of the studies
in this review identify relevant research topics. Furthermore, none of the sig-
nificant areas of pricing are “closed”. There are great opportunities to extend
the current state-of-the-art in pricing. We intend to provide some guidelines in
follow-up publications concerning this study.

Understanding how prices are set, communicated, and updated is a funda-
mental pre-condition for prescribing pricing approaches. The vast majority of
«grey» literature publications do not provide comprehensive pricing frameworks
nor report extensive reviews; instead, they offer bits of advice, guidelines, and
suggestions usually outside of the personal experience or non-systematic obser-
vations. The value of each recommendation can be modest; some of them can
even look trivial or unconvincing. Furthermore, these sources do not equip SaaS
companies with usable decision-making instruments instead of diverse ranges of
recommendations. However, they can bring about an understanding of real-world
pricing practices, reveal the pricing challenges that companies and product man-
agers face, and, if adequately synthesized, be useful in designing SaaS pricing
ready-to-use solutions and step-by-step guidelines.

Academic papers, especially those in the fields of economics and management
science, quite often aim at demonstrating the market consequences of implement-
ing certain SaaS pricing mechanisms at a model level. In explicit form, these
models can hardly be applied by real-world companies; still, insights grounded
in the analysis of these models could be of value. In order to attain this value,
these academic literature outcomes should be classified and matched with rec-
ommendations derived from «grey» literature. Doing so will not only allow the
verification of practical recommendations (often of an intuitive nature) but will
also allow the design of powerful decision-support instruments.

While within this paper, we provide a fundamental comparison of SaaS pric-
ing frameworks, many issues can only be explored through practical use and
further investigation. This includes, but is not limited to: frameworks’ effective-
ness, easy-to-use, and adaptability. As far as we are aware, there have been no
attempts to assess pricing frameworks from these perspectives or to validate the
total effects of using different SaaS pricing frameworks.

Acknowledgment. The paper was prepared within the framework of the HSE Univer-
sity Basic Research Program and funded by the Russian Academic Excellence Project
‘5–100’. The research was also supported by Liikesivistysrahasto (The Foundation for
Economic Education, Finland) under research grant number: 14-7518.

References

1. Aaron, J.: 12 Different “SaaSy” Pricing Strategies (2016). https://bit.ly/2HKud4o
2. Abdat, N., Spruit, M., Bos, M.: Software as a service and the pricing strategy

for vendors. In: Digital Product Management, Technology and Practice: Interdis-
ciplinary Perspectives. IGI Global (2011)

https://bit.ly/2HKud4o


Towards a SaaS Pricing Cookbook: A Multi-vocal Literature Review 127

3. Accion: Pricing your SaaS product (2015). https://bit.ly/2YzYEm5
4. Amit, R., Zott, C.: Value creation in e-business. Strat. Manag. J. 22(6–7), 493–520

(2001)
5. Athey, S., Luca, M.: Economists (and economics) in tech companies. J. Econ.

Perspect. 33(1), 209–230 (2019)
6. Balasubramanian, S., Bhattacharya, S., Viswanathan, K.: Pricing information

goods: a strategic analysis of the selling and pay-per-use mechanisms. Mark. Sci.
34(2), 218–234 (2015)

7. Baur, A.W., Bühler, J., Bick, M.: How pricing of business intelligence and analytics
SaaS applications can catch up with their technology. J. Syst. Inf. Technol. 17(3),
229–246 (2015)

8. Baur, A.W., Genova, A.C., Bühler, J., Bick, M.: Customer is king? A framework to
shift from cost- to value-based pricing in software as a service: the case of business
intelligence software. In: Conference on e-Business, e-Services and e-Society (I3E)
Proceedings, pp. 1–13 (2014)

9. Bontis, N., Chung, H.: The evolution of software pricing: from box licenses to
application service provider models. Internet Res. 10(3), 246–255 (2000)

10. Bourque, P., Fairley, R.E.: SWEBOK Guide V3.0 Guide to Software Engineering
Body of Knowledge (2014). www.swebok.org

11. Braeutigam, R.R.: An analysis of fully distributed cost pricing in regulated indus-
tries. Bell J. Econ. 11, 182–196 (1980)

12. Campbell, P.: The Anatomy of SaaS Pricing Strategy. Price Intelligently (2016)
13. Campbell, P.: The Price is Right: Essential Tips for Nailing Your Pricing Strategy

(2016). https://bit.ly/2LZ2CyG
14. Court, D., Elzinga, D., Mulder, S., Vetvik, O.J.: The consumer decision journey.

McKinsey Q. 3(3), 96–107 (2009)
15. Cusumano, M.: The changing labyrinth of software pricing. Commun. ACM 50(7),

19–22 (2007)
16. Daripa, A., Kapur, S.: Pricing on the internet. Oxf. Rev. Econ. Policy 17(2), 202–

216 (2001)
17. Deeter, B., Jung, R.: Software as a Service Pricing Strategies (2013)
18. Dutt, A., Jain, H., Kumar, S.: Providing Software as a Service: a design decision(s)

model. Inf. Syst. e-Bus. Manag. 16(2), 327–356 (2018)
19. Forbis, J.L., Mehta, N.T., et al.: Value-based strategies for industrial products.

Bus. Horiz. 24(3), 32–42 (1981)
20. Garlet, F., Wirth, C.: Pricing Strategy (2018)
21. Garousi, V., Felderer, M., Mäntylä, M.V.: Guidelines for including grey literature

and conducting multivocal literature reviews in software engineering. Inf. Softw.
Technol. 106, 101–121 (2018)

22. Harmon, R., Demirkan, H., Hefley, B., Auseklis, N.: Pricing strategies for informa-
tion technology services: a value-based approach. In: Hawaii International Confer-
ence on System Sciences (HICSS) Proceedings, pp. 1–10 (2009)

23. Harmon, R., Raffo, D., Faulk, S.: Value-based pricing for new software products:
strategy insights for developers. In: Portland International Conference on Manage-
ment of Engineering and Technology (PICMET) Proceedings, pp. 1–24 (2004)

24. Hogan, B.J., Nagle, T.: What is strategic pricing? SPG Insights by Strategic Pricing
Group, pp. 1–7 (2005)

25. Iveroth, E., Westelius, A., Petri, C.J., Olve, N.G., Cöster, M., Nilsson, F.: How to
differentiate by price: proposal for a five-dimensional model. Eur. Manag. J. 31(2),
109–123 (2013)

https://bit.ly/2YzYEm5
www.swebok.org
https://bit.ly/2LZ2CyG


128 A. Saltan and K. Smolander

26. Kittlaus, H.B., Clough, P.: Software Product Management and Pricing: Key Suc-
cess Factors for Software Organizations. Springer, Heidelberg (2008). https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-540-76987-3

27. Kittlaus, H.B., Fricker, S.A.: Software Product Management: The ISPMA-
Compliant Study Guide and Handbook. Springer, Heidelberg (2017). https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-3-642-55140-6

28. Laatikainen, G., Ojala, A., Mazhelis, O.: Cloud services pricing models. In: Interna-
tional Conference on Software Business (ICSOB) Proceedings, pp. 117–129 (2013)

29. Lee, I.: Pricing schemes and profit-maximizing pricing for cloud services. J. Revenue
Pricing Manag. 18, 112–122 (2019)

30. Lehmann, S., Buxmann, P.: Pricing strategies of software vendors. Bus. Inf. Syst.
Eng. 1(6), 452–462 (2009)

31. Lei, S., Chen, F., Li, M.: Pricing cloud service considering heterogeneous customers.
In: International Asia Conference on Industrial Engineering and Management Inno-
vation (IEMI) Proceedings, pp. 1063–1073 (2016)

32. Ma, D., Seidmann, A.: Analyzing software as a service with per-transaction charges.
Inf. Syst. Res. 26(2), 360–378 (2015)

33. Marn, M.V., Rosiello, R.L.: Managing price, gaining profit. Harv. Bus. Rev. 70(5),
84–94 (1992)

34. Maxwell, J.A.: Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach. Applied
Social Research Methods, vol. 41, 3rd edn. Sage Publications, London (2012)

35. Mell, P.M., Grance, T.: The NIST Definition of cloud computing. Technical report,
National Institute of Standards and Technology Special Publication 800–145 (2011)

36. Mohr, J.J., Sengupta, S., Slater, S.F.: Marketing of High-Technology Products and
Innovations. Pearson Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River (2010)

37. Nan, G., Li, X., Zhang, Z., Li, M.: Optimal pricing for new product entry under
free strategy. Inf. Technol. Manag. 19(1), 1–19 (2018)

38. Ojala, A.: Adjusting software revenue and pricing strategies in the era of cloud
computing. J. Syst. Softw. 122, 40–51 (2016)

39. Özer, Ö., Phillips, R.: Introduction. In: Özer, Ö., Phillips, R. (eds.) The Oxford
Handbook of Pricing Management, pp. 1–9 (2012)

40. Pang, M.S., Etzion, H.: Research Note: analyzing pricing strategies for online ser-
vices with network effects. Inf. Syst. Res. 23(4), 1364–1377 (2012)

41. Porter, M.E.: Competitive advantage: Creating and sustaining competitive advan-
tage (1985)

42. Porter, M.E.: The five competitive forces that shape strategy. Harv. Bus. Rev.
86(1), 25–40 (2008)

43. Poyar, K.: Mastering SaaS Pricing: How to Price Your Product from the Seed
Stage through IPO (2017). https://bit.ly/2YGtwxc

44. Product Focus: How to price: strategies for setting prices effectively. Prod. Manag.
J. 5, 4–9 (2014)

45. Product Focus: Pricing. Setting the optimum price. Tips, tactics and theory (2014).
https://bit.ly/31pRVZJ

46. Product Focus: The psychology of pricing: making prices tick. Prod. Manag. J. 5,
10–14 (2014)

47. PWC: The future of software pricing excellence: SaaS pricing (2013). https://pwc.
to/2DrYGzz

48. Robson, C., McCartan, K.: Real World Research. Wiley, Hoboken (2016)
49. Rohitratana, J., Altmann, J.: Impact of pricing schemes on a market for Software-

as-a-Service and perpetual software. Future Gener. Comput. Syst. 28(8), 1328–
1339 (2012)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-76987-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-540-76987-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-55140-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-55140-6
https://bit.ly/2YGtwxc
https://bit.ly/31pRVZJ
https://pwc.to/2DrYGzz
https://pwc.to/2DrYGzz


Towards a SaaS Pricing Cookbook: A Multi-vocal Literature Review 129

50. Saha, M.: The Overlooked Opportunity: Successfully Designing Pricing for Upsells
and Expansion. https://bit.ly/2gdABmb

51. Saltan, A.: Do we know how to price SaaS: a multi-vocal literature review. In:
ACM SIGSOFT International Workshop on Software-Intensive Business: Start-
ups, Platforms and Ecosystems (IWSiB) Proceedings, pp. 7–12 (2019)

52. Saltan, A., Jansen, S., Smolander, K.: Decision-making in software product man-
agement: identifying research directions from practice. In: Software-intensive Busi-
ness Workshop on Start-ups, Platforms and Ecosystems (SiBW) Proceedings, pp.
164–176 (2018)

53. Shapiro, C., Varian, H.R.: Information Rules: A Strategic Guide to the Network
Economy. Harvard Business School Press, Boston (1999)

54. Soni, A., Hasan, M.: Pricing schemes in cloud computing: a review. Int. J. Adv.
Comput. Res. 7(29), 60–70 (2017)

55. Spruit, M., Abdat, N.: The pricing strategy guideline framework for SaaS vendors.
Int. J. Strat. Inf. Technol. Appl. 3(1), 38–53 (2012)

56. Sundararajan, A., Xin, M.: Nonlinear Pricing of Software with Local Demand
Inelasticity (2018)

57. Wu, S., Wortmann, H., Tan, C.W.: A pricing framework for software-as-a-service.
In: International Conference on the Innovative Computing Technology (INTECH)
Proceedings, pp. 152–157 (2014)

58. Zavadskaya, V.: SaaS Pricing Models: How the Right Pricing Will Help You Earn
a Fortune (2017). https://bit.ly/2pGpuHr

59. Zheng, Y.: Practical application of FDC in software service pricing. In: IEEE
International Conference on e-Business Engineering (ICEBE) Proceedings, pp. 1–6
(2006)

https://bit.ly/2gdABmb
https://bit.ly/2pGpuHr

	Towards a SaaS Pricing Cookbook: A Multi-vocal Literature Review
	1 Introduction
	2 Background
	2.1 SaaS Definition
	2.2 SaaS Pricing
	2.3 SaaS Pricing Body of Knowledge and ``Cookbook''

	3 Research Approach
	3.1 Research Scope and Research Questions
	3.2 Search Strategy and Study Selection
	3.3 Data Extraction
	3.4 Comparison and Analysis

	4 Research Findings
	5 Discussion and Conclusion
	References




