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Abstract 

Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) pricing systems allow customers to decide how 
much a product or service is worth and determine the price they want to pay, 
above or equal to zero. Nowadays, PWYW applications have become particularly 
popular in service settings but academic studies have solely focused on examining 
the implications of adopting such pricing systems for managers and customers, 
overlooking the employee perspective in the encounter. This study investigates the 
case of free walking tours and contributes to the existing literature by providing an 
understanding of how and why the application of PWYW pricing systems in service 
settings affects the engagement of frontline employees. The results of 
ethnographic research and online surveys indicate that employee engagement in 
PWYW contexts is dependent on socio-cultural factors such as labour market 
characteristics and social norms. In that sense, a certain job might bring 
engagement in one culture but disengagement in another. Moreover, the study 
demonstrates a correlation between customer payments and employee 
engagement. Higher levels of payments (or the potential of such) lead to increased 
employee service productivity, job satisfaction and work engagement. On the other 
hand, employee morale is hurt in case of low or zero payments which, when 
combined with lack of perceived fairness of the PWYW system, lead to increased 
job insecurity, higher turnover intentions and decreased engagement. 
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1. Introduction 

Selecting and implementing the right pricing strategy is a crucial challenge for any 
company in order to generate sufficient revenue and boost profits. In addition to 
traditional strategies, such as value-based, cost-based and competition-based 
pricing, a series of unconventional - participative pricing mechanisms have 
emerged in the past decades. These mechanisms are characterized by the fact 
that customers are involved in the price-setting process, thus they are often 
referred to in the value co-creation literature with the term “co-pricing” (Sheth & 
Uslay, 2007). Among such participative pricing strategies, the Pay-What-You-Want 
(PWYW) system “delegates the whole price determination to the buyer” (Kim et al., 
2009, p.45) by allowing them to decide how much a product or service is worth 
and set any price they like, including the option to pay nothing at all. The seller 
must accept any payment amount, above or equal to zero, and face the risk that 
buyers might take advantage of their power over the price-setting process and set 
prices below the production costs of their offerings (Kim et al., 2009). 

Since Kim et al. (2009) introduced the concept, PWYW pricing systems have 
received a lot of attention from academics and managers alike, becoming 
particularly popular among service providers such as restaurateurs and tour 
operators. However, existing studies on PWYW applications have focused on 
investigating the benefits and implications of adopting PWYW systems for 
companies and customers alone, and have not yet taken into consideration their 
impact on employees. Although a lot has been written about the factors that 
influence how much customer pay (e.g. customer satisfaction, loyalty, income) and 
the techniques applied by management to maximize sales and profitability under 
PWYW conditions, little has been known about how the implementation of such 
pricing systems and the collection of varying levels of payments from customers 
affects frontline employees.  

This gap in PWYW literature is surprising since employee satisfaction, productivity 
and retention play a crucial role in delivering quality service experiences, boosting 
customer satisfaction and consequently improving financial performance (Heskett 
et al., 1994). In order to reach their objectives, companies need engaged 
employees, “those who understand what they need to do to add value to the 
organization and are satisfied enough with the organization and their roles within it 
to be willing to do whatever is necessary to see to it that the organization 
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succeeds” (Lussier & Hendon, 2019, p.6). Likewise, frontline employees should be 
the centre of management concern when adopting PWYW systems in service 
settings, ensuring that they are fully engaged and supportive of the organizational 
changes being implemented. 

1.1. Research question  
 
Departing from the author’s initial curiosity about frontline employees’ reactions to 
PWYW applications in service settings, as well as the identified research gap in 
the existing PWYW literature, the main purpose of this thesis is to provide an 
understanding of the employee perspective on the subject and ask: 

How and why does the application of Pay-What-You-Want pricing 
systems in service settings affect the engagement of frontline 
employees? 

To answer the research question, three sub-questions are explored: 

1. What drives employee engagement in PWYW service settings? 

2. What restrains employee engagement in PWYW service settings? 

3. How do customer payments of varying levels affect employee 
engagement in PWYW service settings? 

For instance, in regards to the drivers and restraints of employee engagement, the 
proposed influences by Kahn (1990) are examined - concerning job, organizational 
and individual factors - as well as the potential for other influences to emerge in 
PWYW service settings. Additionally, the varying levels of customer payments 
refer to zero, low, high and significantly high prices set by buyers, as interpreted 
by frontline employees based on their perceptions of value and expectations of 
how much customers should pay or their knowledge of the standard market price. 

1.2. Delimitations  
 
The exploration of the research question is delimited to investigate frontline 
employee engagement in the context of free walking tours. Free walking tours are 
similar to regular guided tours where a tour guide leads tourists through the 
highlights of a city on foot. However, there is no fixed participation fee as, based 
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on the PWYW logic, the concept allows customers to pay as much as they want 
for the tour (if they wish) according to their own budget and level of satisfaction 
after the experience is complete. The collected payments are referred to as “tips” 
and the tour guides who lead free walking tours are often referred to as “free tour 
guides”. Tips are usually distributed among the tour operator and the free tour 
guide who leads each tour, constituting the only form of compensation for the 
latter. Thus, the concept creates unique challenges from a managerial and 
employee engagement point of view. Understanding how the PWYW pricing 
system affects the tour guides’ job satisfaction, turnover intentions, and overall 
work engagement has various implications for management and provides a 
suitable context for the research question to be answered. The concept of free 
walking tours is thoroughly explained in Chapter 2. 

In that context and for reasons of convenience, the scope of this study was further 
narrowed down to examine a certain section of the target population: free tour 
guides who are geographically based in European countries. A sample of 47 tour 
guides leading free walking tours in various cities across Europe was studied 
partially via ethnographic research and partially through online surveys between 
March 2019 and April 2020. A mixed methods strategy was followed as a result of 
the restrictions applied to data collection in March 2020 because of the COVID-19 
pandemic (Copenhagen Business School [CBS], 2020). These restrictions 
prevented the researcher from having physical interactions with research 
participants and consequently from resuming the ethnographic research, therefore 
online methods were utilized. Chapter 4 provides a detailed overview of the 
respective limitations to data collection as well as the selected research 
methodologies. 
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2. Free walking tours 

2.1. Introduction 
 
The term “free walking tour” or Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) walking tour is used 
to describe a guided tour to the highlights of a city that is conducted on foot and 
differs from conventional tours in the sense that there is no fixed price for 
participants (Koerts, 2017). Instead, the concept allows tourists to decide how 
much the tour is worth based on their level of satisfaction at the end of the 
experience and their budget, and set any price they like, including the option to 
walk away without paying anything (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). The 
collected payments are usually referred to as “tips” and distributed among the tour 
operator and the “free tour guide”. According to SANDEMANs NEW Europe (SNE) 
– one of the largest operators of free walking tours in the world today (“SNE: 
FAQ”, n.d.) – the idea was first introduced by the company’s founder in 2003: 

“Chris Sandeman realized that when he gave tours of Berlin, his guests 
appreciated the presentation of the history as much as they appreciated the 
history itself. This gave him the idea of offering free, tips-based tours, 
allowing guests to tell him how much they thought his tour was worth, not 
the other way around.” (“SNE: About us”, n.d.) 

Since then, the concept has spread tremendously and hundreds of organizations 
have been offering free walking tours across the globe (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.). In 
popular destinations like Amsterdam, dozens of tour guides from five or more 
different companies are every day competing for tourists, offering for “free” almost 
identical walking tours of the city’s main attractions (Koerts, 2017). The only thing 
that seems to differentiate them is the vivid colour of their branded umbrellas – an 
essential prop for every tour guide – “making for an often chaotic scene at 
departure times with orange […], white […], yellow […], blue […] and […] red 
umbrellas competing for attention” (Koerts, 2017, p.116). 

2.2. Business model 
 
Free walking tours are based on a business model similar to the ones developed 
by Airbnb, Uber and other leaders of the sharing economy: the tour operators use 
online platforms and social media to connect self-employed tour guides and 
tourists while making money as the facilitators of the process (Koerts, 2017). “All 
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this applies to the notion of the sharing economy, where guides have free time to 
spare and love presenting their current place of residence” (Widtfeldt Meged & 
Zillinger, 2018, p.309) while modern travellers seek for authentic, affordable and 
easily accessible experiences (Koerts, 2017). In that context, the sharing and 
buying of knowledge (i.e. that of a city's history, culture and lifestyle) take place 
(Londoño & Medina, 2017). 

2.2.1.  Customer segments and value propositions 

The tours have become particularly successful among the younger generations of 
budget-conscious, tech-savvy travellers (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). By 
doing so, they have managed to increase the overall popularity of city tours in 
general, and expand the market to people who otherwise wouldn’t be able to 
afford or would be less likely to show interest in conventional fixed-price tours 
(Koerts, 2017). Meanwhile, free walking tours have also reached more traditional 
segments of travellers who prefer to plan their own activities without depending on 
travel agencies (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). Empowered by the 
widespread use of technology and the new logic of the sharing economy, more 
and more of those customers are looking for alternative ways to explore 
destinations and make connections with locals while they travel (Londoño & 
Medina, 2017). This is facilitated by the free walking tour concept, as “the 
experience tends to be coloured by the guide themselves rather than just relying 
on a standardized 'tour' or 'script'” (Summers, n.d.). 

In terms of further advantages and value delivered to customers, free walking 
tours promise quality, fun, and convenience to a great extent. As the tips tend to 
fluctuate from one tour to another, the tour guides’ motivation to deliver top-quality 
experiences is ever-present (Summers, n.d.). The tours are rather casual and 
interactive, conducted in a peer-to-peer, informal atmosphere (Widtfeldt Meged & 
Zillinger, 2018). Although pre-registration on the operator’s website is encouraged, 
it is most likely possible to join on the spot (at a designated departure time and 
place that can be found online) alongside anyone else who happens to be there, 
allowing for more spontaneous and social travelling (Koerts, 2017). The 
convenience aspect is further enhanced based on the fact that, by definition, the 
concept allows customers to test the quality of the service without taking the risk of 
paying in advance or feeling pushed to pay full-price for an unsatisfactory 
experience (Londoño & Medina, 2017). Moreover, if they change their mind 
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because of bad weather or miss the tour for any reason, travellers can simply 
postpone their walk without having to worry about cancellation fees (Koerts, 2017).  

2.2.2.  Key resources, activities and revenue streams  

Although most operators promote the tours as “free”, in reality, this isn’t exactly the 
case. The tours are “tip-based” rather than “free”, meaning that customer 
contributions are voluntary but somewhat expected. This is mainly because 
customer tips are the only source of income for the tour guides – the majority of 
whom are freelance workers rather than permanent employees of a free walking 
tour operator (Londoño & Medina, 2017). Therefore, it is at their best interest, and 
quite common during free walking tours nowadays, to explain to participants how 
the tip-based concept works before payments are collected (Koerts, 2017). 
Moreover, Widtfeldt Meged and Zillinger observed (2018) that many guides apply 
deliberate strategies to elicit tips. For example, in Copenhagen, “they will talk 
about […] the value of money in Denmark” (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018, 
p.310) while other guides may create cliffhangers, by asking participants to wait till 
the very end of the tour to find out how a story ends. Consequently, they keep 
tourists from leaving before payments are collected and might be rewarded with 
generous tips for their dramatic storytelling (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). 

In addition to relying on tips as their main source of income, most guides must pay 
a minimum amount of money to the tour operator they work with (Widtfeldt Meged 
& Zillinger, 2018), as a marketing fee  for promoting the tours on their website and 
social media  as well as for providing various supplies, such as flyers, umbrellas, 
and name tags. However, according to the website of SANDEMANs NEW Europe, 
the guides are not allowed to inform participants that they pay such a marketing 
fee to the company because “it would create an unfair pressure on them to 
engender a tip” (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.). In Europe, the marketing fee usually varies 
between 2€ and 5€ per tourist (Londoño & Medina, 2017). It is calculated based 
on the total number of participants at the beginning of each tour and applies to 
everyone – even to tourists who leave the tour without paying (Koerts, 2017). To 
make sure that tour guides comply with this policy, many operators send an 
administrative employee to count the number of participants at the beginning of 
each tour or take pictures of the departing groups, as a way of knowing how many 
tourists joined and thus how much money they should expect from the tour guides 
(Koerts, 2017).  
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Therefore, “the model inverts the typical process, by which customers pay the 
company and the company pays guides” (O'Sullivan, 2019). The new formula 
guarantees a fixed income for the tour operators (Londoño & Medina, 2017) but 
the same cannot be said for the guides, who have to take on greater risk. In that 
context, SANDEMANs NEW Europe claims that it is “a largely self-regulating 
model in terms of quality control; guides who are engaging, in general, have a 
higher earning potential” (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.) — “meaning far less room for 
complacency on their part than if they were being paid a set amount for a guided 
tour” (Summers, n.d.). Sometimes they can indeed reap a large reward 
(O'Sullivan, 2019) while others they may have to pay from their own pockets to 
supplement for low customer payments or people bailing out of the tour (Steves, 
2009). But, overall, it’s a win-win for both sides that keeps the model still running 
— “the company doesn't incur staffing costs, and the guides get flexibility as well 
as a direct relationship between their performance and payout” (O'Sullivan, 2019).  

For the majority of operators and guides, free walking tours are not only a direct 
source of revenue but also a cross-selling opportunity – a way to introduce tourists 
to a wider range of service portfolio, such as fixed-price guided tours and 
excursions (Koerts, 2017; Londoño & Medina, 2017), in the same destination and 
anywhere the company or the guide operate. In this case, the business model is 
supplemented by tour guides recommending and trying to sell this kind of paid-for 
services during free walking tours (Koerts, 2017), and usually receiving a selling 
commission in exchange for their successful efforts (Glassdoor, 2020). 
Additionally, in companies like SANDEMANs NEW Europe, the guides who are 
able to sell more fixed-price tours are awarded a lower marketing fee on their free 
walking tours, as the fee’s calculation takes into account “the repeat custom of 
guests on their tours in booking other SANDEMANs products” (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.). 
According to the same company (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.), on average, 45% of 
participants in free walking tours purchase additional services offered or marketed 
by the company.  

In addition to their guiding duties, tours guides are involved in various managerial 
tasks in regards to both frontstage and backstage operations, such as writing 
emails to tour participants and distributing leaflets (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger). As 
previously mentioned, the vast majority of guides offering free walking tours are 
independent freelancers, which allows them to complement their income by 
leading tours for different companies or maintaining a second job in another sector 



(Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger). In contrast to conventional guided tours, not all of 
them are professionals, as guiding licenses are not legally required in a lot of 
countries (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.). Many are self-taught locals, students or expats 
(Koerts, 2017) who are young and passionate about their city of residence, and 
highly value the flexibility and international mobility the guiding profession offers 
(Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger). Surprisingly, even the largest tour operators like 
SANDEMANs NEW Europe do not provide guide training to their recruits (“SNE: 
FAQ”, n.d.). Instead, they rely on self-learning and peer-to-peer learning among 
tour guides, and “draw on an international network, enabling access to guiding 
possibilities in other parts of the world, leading to a constant flux in and out of the 
companies” (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018, p.312). 

2.2.3. Channels and key partners 

Along with the traditional website, free walking tours build on social media network 
marketing and sales channels (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018) as well as word-
of-mouth internet marketing that helps to drive the trend even further (Baker, 
2013). Positive reviews and feedback on social media raise an operator’s 
popularity on the web. The tour guides help to improve this reputational capital by 
often encouraging tourists to share their experiences on social media after each 
walking tour and, more particularly, to post their comments on TripAdvisor or other 
rating and review platforms (Londoño & Medina, 2017; Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 
2018). The reviews are then displayed on the main page of each tour operator’s 
website to strengthen brand credibility and boost sales (Londoño & Medina, 2017).  

Moreover, free walking tour operators build on key partnerships and joint ventures 
with other service firms (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). They often collaborate 
with cafes, hotels and other local tourism enterprises in each destination they 
operate (Londoño & Medina, 2017). This collaboration, for example, may include 
distributing promotional leaflets, offering discounts to guests or having the tour 
guides do regular pickups from selected youth hostels (Widtfeldt Meged & 
Zillinger, 2018). Finally, many tour providers partner with online travel agencies 
and booking platforms associated with the free walking tour market, such as 
Freetour.com (Summers, n.d.), to increase the visibility of their tours on the web 
and drive business growth. 
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2.3. Market landscape 

More than anything, technology and customer empowerment have prompted the 
rise of free walking tours across the globe. The constantly growing number of tour 
providers demonstrates that the business model actually works, in the sense that it 
is profitable enough to attract more players (Koerts, 2017). Today, the market 
consists of both traditional, established tourism firms which have increased their 
respective share by expanding to the free walking tour sector, and, predominantly, 
small or medium-sized organizations which are relatively new to the industry 
(Londoño & Medina, 2017).  

Among the latter are collectives of local guides (Summers, n.d.) who drop the big 
firms to create their own versions of a free walking tour operation, in an effort to 
build “more sustainable, ethical employment opportunities” (O'Sullivan, 2019) for 
tour guides. Additionally, it should be mentioned that there are a few exceptions in 
this mix which follow variations of the standard business model. For example, a 
few free walking tour companies, who operate as non-profit organizations, work 
with volunteer guides and handle customer payment as donations to support 
certain social causes or charities (JM Walking Tour, n.d.).  

Meanwhile, the guided tours scene continues to change as the sharing economy 
facilitates the creation of new business models and marketing strategies (Londoño 
& Medina, 2017). In 2017, the Spanish start-up GuruWalk became the first online 
community to connect travellers from all over the world with locals who can 
advertise their free walking tours on the platform free of charge (Tucker, 2019). 
Similarly to other online booking services for fixed-price sightseeing and 
experiences with locals (e.g. Airbnb Experiences, GetYourGuide, WithLocals), 
GuruWalk made it possible for anyone with a passion to share their knowledge to 
become a free tour guide, without having to be part of a professional association 
or to collaborate with a certain tour operator (Tucker, 2019).  

In addition to the overview of the international market landscape, a brief mention 
should be made to the free walking tour scene in the city of Copenhagen, 
Denmark, which is further explored in Chapter 5. Free walking tours were first 
brought to Copenhagen in 2012 by  SANDEMANs NEW Europe (Widtfeldt Meged 
& Zillinger, 2018), who remains one of the two key players in the market. Later in 
the same year, Copenhagen Free Walking Tours (CFWT) was founded by three 
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former tour guides of SANDEMANs NEW Europe, as a local independent 
company (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). The two companies still operate 
side-by-side on the same locations, offering daily free walking tours which cover 
many of Copenhagen’s top attractions (“CFWT: FAQ”, n.d.; “SNE: Copenhagen”, 
n.d.). The tours are conducted in English and Spanish with several departures all 
year round, regardless of the climate conditions (“CFWT: FAQ”, n.d.; “SNE: 
Copenhagen”, n.d.).  

In terms of management style, SANDEMANs NEW Europe has a “classical top-
down structure” (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018, p.305) with local operations 
being coordinated by at least two permanent employees (i.e. a City Manager and a 
Meeting Point Manager) based in Copenhagen (author’s observations), and 
overseen from the headquarters in Berlin. On the other hand, Copenhagen Free 
Walking Tours opts for “co-ownership and collective management” (Widtfeldt 
Meged & Zillinger, 2018, p.305) and “all guides pool their abilities to manage and 
run all daily operations, thus keeping the return fee at a minimum” (p.311). In 
addition to the tip-based tours, both companies offer at least one fixed-price tour 
as well as the opportunity to arrange private tours with one of the local guides 
(“CFWT: FAQ”, n.d.; “SNE: Copenhagen”, n.d.). It is estimated that each company 
works with 10 to 15 freelance tour guides all year round while a few additional 
recruits may join during high seasons (author’s observations). 

2.4. Sharing economy and disruptive innovation  
 
Τhe rapid and disruptive growth of the sharing economy is already revolutionising 
the way we travel. (Koerts, 2017; Londoño & Medina, 2017). Although free walking 
tours are not very commonly referred to as a sharing economy example (Londoño 
& Medina, 2017), they have a lot of characteristics in common with such 
collaborative practices. Free walking tours have entered the tourism market swiftly 
and grown exponentially (Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018), by enabling people to 
find affordable products and services (i.e. learning experiences) or make a decent 
living through sharing their resources (i.e. knowledge) with others (Londoño & 
Medina, 2017). However, “when ‘sharing’ is market-mediated — when a company 
is an intermediary between consumers who don’t know each other — it is no 
longer sharing at all” (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2015). In that case, consumers are more 
interested in convenient and cost-efficient access to someone else’s products or 
services rather than fostering social relationships with them (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 
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2015; Londoño & Medina, 2017). Thus, the label “access economy” (Eckhardt & 
Bardhi, 2015) would be more appropriate. In that context, free walking tours have 
indeed increased access to certain travel services and have created new 
economic relationships by granting that access without structured payment 
(Londoño & Medina, 2017).  

By doing so, free walking tours constitute a disruptive influence on the field of 
guided tours, and ultimately the tourism industry (Londoño & Medina, 2017; 
Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018). Even though free walking tours operators have 
not been very revolutionary in conceptual terms – considering that they are 
following the same tour design, duration and routes as conventional tours 
(Londoño & Medina, 2017) – they claim to be innovative and not only because 
their services are tip-based. “Working on cheap personal network-driven marketing 
platforms and employing guides at zero cost is a genuine game changer” 
(Widtfeldt Meged & Zillinger, 2018, p.310). This disruptive innovation places 
pressure on all firms within the market to adopt cost-saving measures and 
innovate their service offerings, marketing strategies and organizational structures 
(Londoño & Medina, 2017). And it goes beyond the industry, by challenging 
“national legislation, tax systems and labor market regulation” (Widtfeldt Meged & 
Zillinger, 2018, p.314) through the ways free walking tours operate. 

2.5. Controversial issues 
 
As previously mentioned, most tour operators promote the tours as “free” even 
though “tip-based” would be a more appropriate term. A lot of travellers are 
already familiar with this concept and are happy to tip the guides at the end of the 
tour (Koerts, 2017). In fact, the vast majority of people participating in free walking 
tours leave a tip (Londoño & Medina, 2017; “SNE: FAQ”, n.d.). However, there are 
a few first-time customers who still feel confused when asked to make such 
payment and often claim that the name is misleading (Koerts, 2017). In 2017, 
similar complaints about the practice led the Advertising Standards Authority 
(2017) to pass a new regulation in the UK. Since then, local tour operators have 
not been allowed to use the word “free” unless “the tour is provided with no 
mandatory cost to the consumer, upfront or otherwise” (Advertising Standards 
Authority, 2017). 
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Additionally, the name has caused some controversy between free walking tour 
operators and professional guiding associations. The latter claim that is not only 
unfair for customers and conventional operators to advertise the tours as “free” 
while charging through tips, but it also is “degrading the profession” (Plaza López, 
2018). Professional tour guides train extensively and take exams to earn their 
qualification (Baker, 2013). Therefore, they deserve to be paid a fair wage instead 
of depending on tips, according to professional guiding associations, and everyone 
employed in the sector must have the same tax obligations (Baker, 2013; Plaza 
López, 2018). On the contrary, free walking tours are, in many cases, led by self-
taught, freelance guides (Koerts, 2017). Without proper training by their employer 
or compliance procedures in place, it is uncertain if the information they share 
during the tours is accurate or whether they declare their income properly (Koerts, 
2017; Plaza López, 2018). 

In that context, free walking tours might have “greatly contributed to the 
casualization of tourist guide labour” (Koerts, 2017, p.114). Since they operate as 
freelancers, tour guides are technically not employed by any tour company and 
thus, they do not have job security, social benefits or anyone taking responsibility 
for their labour conditions (Koerts, 2017). Meanwhile, they must pay a set fee per 
tourist to the tour operator who brings in the clientele, regardless of how much or 
little people tip each day (Baker, 2013) and despite the fact that they are not 
allowed to share this information with tour participants (“SNE: FAQ”, n.d.).  

Many tour operators have been under attack in various countries for this approach 
(Baker, 2013) while also dealing with high guide turnover rates year after year 
(O'Sullivan, 2019). Reviews by current and former tour guides of SANDEMANs 
NEW Europe on the career community Glassdoor (2020) refer to “exploitative 
working conditions”, “zero assistance, guidance or benefits” and “a lot of pressure 
to sell tours” (in order to lower their marketing fees and be able to make a profit). 
In 2010, reports by a German television broadcaster led to official investigations of 
SANDEMANs NEW Europe for “alleged illegal employment practices and 
suspicion of tax evasion” (Koerts, 2017, p. 114). Similarly, in 2018, a tour guide 
from Brussels denounced Buendía Tours – one of the largest operators in Europe 
for Spanish speakers – for false self-employment (Olías, 2018). Consequently, the 
case created a lot of negative publicity around the firm in the Belgian and Spanish 
media, and started again the conversations surrounding the fairness of 
employment practices used in the industry (Olías, 2018).  
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Although free walking tours have only been around for a couple of decades, they 
have managed to receive a lot of criticism from various angles (Koerts, 2017). “In 
short, ‘free’ is not free and ‘tips’ are not tips” (Steves, 2009). Nevertheless, free 
walking tours remain extremely popular among tour guides and tourists alike, as 
there seems to be no shortage of people willing to join in either side (Koerts, 
2017). Perhaps this makes them to the field of guided tours “what Airbnb is to the 
hotel industry – impossible to regulate, looked on sceptically by traditional 
operators, and yet a big hit with a growing fan base” (Baker, 2013). 
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3. Literature review 

3.1. Traditional and participative pricing strategies 
 
Price is a key element in the marketing mix and unique in the sense that it is the 
only one that generates revenue rather than costs. Companies may succeed in 
creating customer value through their products and services but will likely fail to 
make sales or be profitable in the long-term unless they manage to capture the 
same value in their prices (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Therefore, selecting and 
implementing the right pricing strategy is a crucial challenge for any company. 

According to Kotler and Armstrong (2018), there are three major pricing strategies 
that companies traditionally choose from: value-based, cost-based and 
competition-based pricing. Customer value-based pricing focuses on 
understanding the customer needs and perceptions of value derived from a 
product or service and setting a target price to match this value for buyers rather 
than the seller’s costs (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). On the contrary, in cost-based 
pricing, the costs for producing, distributing, and selling products or services are 
the starting point for setting prices to cover such costs plus the company’s desired 
profit (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). Lastly, competition-based pricing is commonly 
used in highly competitive markets where consumers compare the value of 
products or services to competitive offerings, thus companies must consider their 
competitors’ strategies to set their own prices and be able to deliver superior value 
to the market (Kotler & Armstrong, 2018). What all three pricing strategies have in 
common is that prices are rationally set (fixed) by the seller between two 
extremes: the price ceiling – determined by the customer perceptions of value and 
above which there is no market demand – and the price floor – determined by the 
product or service costs and below which the seller cannot be profitable (Kotler & 
Armstrong, 2018). 

In contrast to the traditional pricing strategies, Kim et al. (2009) identify a series of 
unconventional, participative pricing mechanisms characterized by the fact that the 
buyers are involved in the price-setting process and in many cases, no maximum 
or minimum price exists. Based on the number of market participants, the 
participative pricing mechanisms may be classified as either one-to-one 
interactions between one buyer and one seller, or horizontal interactions, if 
multiple buyers and/or sellers engage in an exchange (Kim et al., 2009). Auctions 
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are common examples of horizontal interactions, including classic auctions – in 
which several buyers submit increasingly higher bids for a product or service 
offered by a single seller, reverse auctions – in which multiple sellers compete to 
obtain business from one buyer by offering lower prices to underbid each other, 
and double auctions – where a number of potential sellers and buyers compete 
simultaneously for an exchange on both sides of a market (Kim et al., 2009). One-
to-one interactions may take the form of negotiations – where the buyer and the 
seller bargain over the price for a product or service offering – or Pay-What-You-
Want (PWYW) and Name-Your-Own-Price (NYOP) conditions – which allow the 
buyer to decide the final price (Kim et al., 2009). The main difference between the 
last two methods is that NYOP allows the seller to set a minimum price as a 
means to avoid low bids, while in PWYW the seller must accept any price set by 
the buyer, above or equal to zero (Kim et al., 2009).  

Participative pricing mechanisms are becoming more and more popular as 
companies seek innovative ways to engage in value co-creation and maximize 
customers’ involvement in various business processes (Saarijärvi, 2012). 
According to Sheth and Uslay (2007), customer resources can be involved in the 
production of products and services, as well as all marketing mix elements, 
including pricing. In that context, participative pricing methods are often referred to 
in the value co-creation literature with the term “co-pricing” (Sheth & Uslay, 2007) 
to describe how customers capture individually the value of an exchange through 
their participation in the price-setting process. The mechanisms follow the service-
dominant logic, arguing that the value of products and services is not determined 
by the company but the consumer, who co-creates and evaluates each exchange 
in connection to their perceived benefits and experienced interactions with other 
market participants (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Co-creation studies indicate that 
customers desire a higher role in the exchange and feel more empowered when 
given the opportunity to engage in value-creating processes (Saarijärvi, 2012; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Similarly, compared to traditional pricing strategies, 
participative pricing mechanisms have been linked to consumers’ higher intent to 
purchase, mainly triggered by their higher perceived control over the price-setting 
process (Chandran & Morwitz, 2005). Overall, buyers who have experienced both 
strategies tend to prefer participative pricing over fixed pricing systems (Chandran 
& Morwitz, 2005) because of the higher level of control and innovativeness of the 
former (Kim et al., 2009). 
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3.2. Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW)  

3.2.1.  Definition and applications 

Kim et al. (2009) define Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) as “a participative pricing 
mechanism that delegates the whole price determination to the buyer. The seller 
simply offers one or more products under PWYW conditions, whereas the buyer 
decides on the price. […] the seller must accept the buyer’s price and cannot 
withdraw the product offer” (p.45). Therefore, the buyers have complete control 
over the price-setting process – more than in any other participative pricing 
mechanism – and can even decide to pay nothing at all, while the sellers cannot 
influence the final price or protect themselves against low and zero payments (Kim 
et al., 2009). This results in a form of price differentiation and individualization (Kim 
et al., 2009). 

Although PWYW is a relatively new pricing mechanism, the approach has already 
been applied in several industries (Schons et al., 2014) concerning both online 
(anonymous) and offline (face-to-face) interactions between buyers and sellers. 
PWYW has been mainly used in business-to-consumer settings and has become 
particularly popular among service providers, such as restaurants and cafeterias 
(Kim et al., 2009) where customers determine the price of the meals and/or drinks 
they consume. Successful PWYW applications in other service settings include 
budget hotels (Viglia et al., 2019), museums (Kunter, 2015), festivals (Stangl et al., 
2016), movie theatres (Kim et al., 2009), music downloads (Schons et al., 2014), 
amusement parks (Kunter, 2015), charity events (Jung et al., 2014), and tourism 
packages (Stangl & Prayag, 2018). However, PWYW is mostly effective for 
economy-priced services (Schons et al., 2014) than high-value priced offerings 
and luxury services (Stangl et al., 2016). 

Service settings are indeed the most frequently studied contexts for PWYW 
applications. The mechanism has received a lot of attention in research since Kim 
et al. (2009) introduced the concept. Several studies on PWYW (Jung et al., 2014; 
Kim et al., 2009, 2014; Kunter, 2015; Schons et al., 2014; Stangl & Prayag, 2018; 
Stangl et al., 2016; Viglia et al., 2019) provide insights into the factors that 
influence customer payments (e.g. perceived fairness, customer satisfaction, 
income) as well as how adopting the pricing system affects a company’s revenue 
and profitability. However, limited literature examines the implications for 
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employees in PWYW conditions (Costers et al., 2016) which are further explored 
in this study. 

3.2.2.  Customers’ payment decisions 

PWYW maximizes the customers’ involvement in the price-setting process, 
allowing them to personalize the price according to what they think is fair for a 
particular exchange. Observations from existing research and successful 
applications of PWYW in different settings showcase that most consumers choose 
to pay a price significantly higher than zero (Kim et al., 2009, Stangl et al., 2016) 
and “freeriding” is a rare phenomenon (Schons et al., 2014). Thus, in PWYW 
conditions, consumers do not behave as rationally as expected by conventional 
economic theories – not aiming to maximize their own material self-interest with 
paying nothing at all – but their purchasing decisions are rather driven by non-
monetary means, such as moral and social incentives (Jung et al., 2014, Kim et 
al., 2009). Besides, paying for a product or service even though there is no need 
to do so is not uncommon behaviour for consumers. Tipping, charity donation and 
gift-giving provide empirical evidence that people consciously engage in such 
voluntary contributions in various contexts and cultures (Kim et al., 2009).   

According to Kim et al. (2009) and Kunter (2015), customer satisfaction and 
fairness perceptions are among the most important motivational factors for buyers 
when deciding on how much they want to pay. Compared to traditional pricing 
methods where the price is determined by the seller, customers feel more satisfied 
and think of the final price as more fair to themselves and the seller when they 
play a role in the price-setting process (Kim et al., 2009). In such PWYW 
conditions, customers evaluate the quality of products and services post-
consumption. Therefore, they can adjust their payments accordingly – by lowering 
the price paid to compensate for poor quality or increasing the amount for offerings 
of high quality, as satisfaction and utility also increase (Kim et al., 2009). People 
with a higher preference for fairness are willing to pay higher prices (Schons et al., 
2014) and even lose money than to accept an unequal allocation of resources 
within the PWYW context (Kim et al., 2009). Additionally, satisfaction and 
perceived fairness depend on the social image and the reputation of the seller 
(Kim et al., 2014; Kunter, 2015), as well as the customers' knowledge of the 
seller’s cost structures (Kim et al., 2009; Stangl et al., 2016). High reputation and 
increased knowledge can respectively increase the price paid and allow buyers to 
make more fair price estimates for the seller (Kim et al., 2014; Stangl et al., 2016). 
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Many researchers agree that in social settings where face-to-face interactions 
occur between buyers and sellers, avoiding social disapproval can be an important 
factor that drives PWYW payments (Jung et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2009, 2014; 
Kunter, 2015). People do not want to appear poor or cheap in front of their peers 
(Kim et al., 2009) and some may even take the PWYW opportunity as a means to 
impress others by being extremely generous with their payment decisions (Jung et 
al., 2014). On the other hand, paying nothing at all may lead buyers to stress over 
being judged by their peers (Kim et al., 2009), as well as feelings of shame and 
guilt towards the seller (Kunter, 2015). The stronger these feelings are, the more 
money buyers are willing to pay (Kunter, 2015), whereas increasing the social 
distance within buyer-seller relationships can have the opposite effect on the final 
price paid (Kim et al., 2014). For example, anonymous payments – in terms of the 
buyer not being observed by the seller, employees or other buyers when deciding 
on and depositing the amount – can decrease the average price paid in PWYW 
settings (Kim et al., 2014). Additionally, access to information in regards to the 
payments of others may influence a buyer’s own payment decisions (Jung et al., 
2014). People often see the contributions of others – high or low – as a signal of 
the respective quality and feel the need to act the same way to compensate for 
their own uncertainty or to conform to the group standards (Jung et al., 2014).  

Studies of PWYW contexts indicate that paying higher prices can also be driven by 
altruism (Eckhardt & Dobscha, 2019; Jung et al., 2014; Kim et al., 2009) as buyers 
continuously take into account whom they support or harm with their payment 
decisions. Similarly to tipping and charitable giving situations, consumers are 
willing to pay more than zero out of kindness or concern for the well-being of the 
seller and others involved in the exchange (Jung et al., 2014). Buyers tend to 
sympathize and contribute more to small, family-owned businesses which they 
perceive as financially less strong than large-scale corporations, as they assume 
that the latter cannot be harmed as much when receiving low payments (Kim et 
al., 2014). People’s generosity depends on both their income (Jung et al., 2014; 
Kim et al., 2009; Kunter, 2015) and how closely they relate to the person or cause 
that benefits from their payment (Jung et al., 2014). For example, buyers in 
PWYW contexts may be asked to support a social cause with their voluntary 
contribution (Eckhardt & Dobscha, 2019), or Pay-It-Forward (PIF) by paying on 
behalf of another customer who may not have the resources to do so (Jung et al., 
2014). Although, according to Eckhardt and Dobscha (2019), many consumers 
experience discomfort when being forced to address social issues with their 
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payment decisions and feel that they are being “responsibilized” by the company. 
Therefore, they may turn on the seller and avoid future contributions (Eckhardt & 
Dobscha, 2019).  

Moreover, customer loyalty is not a negligible influence on PWYW payment 
motivation (Kim et al., 2009; Stangl et al., 2016). Loyalty and retention can 
significantly increase the price paid, especially in the case of frequently-purchased 
products and services (Kunter, 2015). Compared to potential and new customers, 
repeat customers are the ones willing to pay the most (Stangl et al., 2016). 
Knowing that paying nothing at all or a price below the seller’s costs may induce 
loss for the seller and risk the long-term survival of their business, repeat 
customers make the strategic choice to support them with their regular 
contributions (Kim et al., 2009; Schons et al., 2014). This allows the seller to 
sustain the PWYW offer and the buyer to benefit for longer from below the 
conventional market price offerings under PWYW conditions (Schons et al., 2014). 
Additionally, repeat customers avoid low payments to save themselves from future 
embarrassment and the probability of being treated as stingy customers when 
returning to the seller’s business (Kim et al., 2009).  

Ultimately, the price each customer is willing to pay under PWYW conditions 
varies depending on their internal reference price (Kim et al., 2009; Stangl et al., 
2016). Customers often use a reference price to help them navigate their 
uncertainty and make payment decisions when evaluating a consumption 
experience under PWYW conditions (Kim et al., 2009). That reference price may 
be equal to an average of past prices paid, the payment for the last purchase 
made, or an external reference price (e.g. advertised price) provided for the same 
or a similar offering (Kim et al., 2009). Reference prices are different for each 
buyer and often triggered by their price consciousness and personal income (Kim 
et al., 2009; Stangl et al., 2016). Consumers who focus on paying low prices and 
finding bargain rates are willing to spend a smaller proportion of the reference 
price in order to profit from the deal, whereas buyers of higher income and 
preference for high-priced products may make more generous contributions 
towards the seller (Kunter, 2015). No consistent results have been documented in 
regards to how other socio-demographic (e.g. age, gender, educational level) and 
cultural variables correlate with the buyer’s internal reference price and the level of 
PWYW payments. 
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3.2.3.  Implications for management 

From a managerial perspective, the successful implementation of PWYW is a 
challenging undertaking. Sellers face the risk that buyers might take advantage of 
their power over the price-setting process and pay nothing at all or set prices 
below the production costs of their offerings (Kim et al., 2009). In that case, the 
sustainability of the PWYW pricing strategy is at risk, along with the long-term 
survival of the seller’s business (Kim et al., 2009). Ensuring profits and overcoming 
that risk is an even greater challenge when implementing PWYW systems for 
high-value priced offerings (Stangl et al., 2016) and frequently purchased products 
and services, because voluntary payment amounts decrease over time (Schons et 
al., 2014). In such contexts, the mechanism’s effectiveness highly depends on 
customer loyalty and fairness perceptions overweighting the buyer’s incentive to 
profit from the exchange (Kim et al., 2009). Nevertheless, PWYW can be an 
effective pricing strategy for products of low and medium value (Kim at al., 2014) 
and economy-priced services (Schons et al., 2014). 

Existing literature on the subject showcases how PWYW pricing is able to 
outperform conventional, fixed-price systems in regards to revenue and customer 
acquisition (Kim et al., 2009, 2014; Stangl et al., 2016; Viglia et al., 2019) when 
applied to the appropriate context. Sellers leverage the PWYW mechanism to 
serve customers who would otherwise be unable to afford their offerings (Kim et 
al., 2009) and to penetrate new markets (Viglia et al., 2019). Additionally, the 
participative pricing method increases word-of-mouth and fosters curiosity among 
potential customers due to the mechanism’s high level of novelty and delegation of 
control over the price-setting process to the buyers (Kim et al., 2009). The 
innovativeness of the method helps businesses stand out in the market and 
provides them with a competitive advantage (Viglia et al., 2019). Competitors may 
struggle to adjust their fixed prices in order to keep up with the PWYW offers and 
can be completely pushed out of a market. Overall, higher market reach and 
customer acquisition lead to increased sales and revenue and consequently allow 
the seller to be profitable even if individual PWYW payments are below the 
standard market price (Stangl et al., 2016). 

However, it is possible that some buyers will be willing to pay a higher price under 
PWYW conditions in comparison with fixed pricing contexts. Customers have 
difficulty determining the seller costs and making a fair price estimate, thus 
payments vary between individual buyers (Schons et al., 2014). Sellers can benefit 
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from the individually differentiated prices and additionally, use PWYW as a price 
promotion tool (Kim et al., 2009, 2014). By providing information on the production 
costs of their offerings as an external reference price for buyers, sellers can 
reduce the high variance of prices paid and increase the customers’ initial 
estimates (Kim et al., 2009; Schons et al., 2014). Moreover, in PWYW service 
settings, timing the customer’s payment after consumption can help resolve their 
uncertainty over the service outcome and further increase the prices paid 
compared to fixed prices (Viglia et al., 2019). Customer satisfaction plays a distinct 
role in PWYW pricing but only after the buyers have had the actual opportunity to 
complete and evaluate their experience. PWYW after consumption has positive 
effects not only on average payments and seller’s profitability but also on customer 
acquisition (Viglia et al., 2019).  

According to Kim et al. (2009), PWYW may also help the seller form a positive 
pricing image and improve their credibility in the market. By letting customers 
decide the prices, the sellers demonstrate how much they believe in the quality of 
their products and services, and also increase the buyers’ perceived fairness of 
the prices (Kim et al., 2009). Moreover, PWYW may be embraced by sellers who 
wish to promote their social image. Actively signalling their social responsibility 
(e.g. through charity donations) will increase revenues (Viglia et al., 2019) since 
buyers who are driven by altruism may be triggered to pay higher prices (Jung et 
al., 2014). Furthermore, PWYW can serve as a non-traditional sales promotion 
tool (Kim et al., 2009; Kim et al., 2014). Sellers can use PWYW to promote their 
new presence in the market (Viglia et al., 2019) as a less costly alternative to 
giving away free samples (Kim et al., 2009). Upselling and cross-selling have also 
been identified as sales techniques used in PWYW contexts to produce additional 
revenues for the seller (Kim et al., 2009, 2014). One or more products are offered 
with PWYW pricing to stimulate demand for other products and services of 
potentially higher value, which are offered by the same seller at conventional, fixed 
prices. For example, a restaurant may serve meals under PWYW conditions, while 
the prices for the drinks are fixed. 

The PWYW system is especially worth to be adopted by smaller, family-owned 
businesses (Kim et al., 2014) who have a loyal customer base and a strong, 
ethical social presence in the market (Jung et al., 2014). Additionally, to further 
protect from low contributions, sellers should consider decreasing the social 
distance involved in the transaction and avoid anonymous payments (Kim et al., 
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2014), as well as the possibility to offer PWYW prices based on the longevity of 
buyer-seller relationships (Stangl et al., 2016). Managers should also reflect upon 
the degree to which their PWYW offerings primarily attract buyers with high levels 
of price consciousness and bargain hunters (Kunter, 2015), for whom a fixed price 
system would be a more sustainable approach to ensure long-term revenues. 

3.2.4.  Impact on frontline employees 

In offline PWYW contexts, customers often engage in face-to-face interactions 
with frontline employees who provide them with a service and collect their 
payment (Kim et al., 2009). However, little is known about how the implementation 
of participative pricing methods and the varying levels of customer payments 
under PWYW conditions affect frontline employees. With the exception of Costers 
et al. (2016), existing studies of PWYW applications in service encounters have 
solely focused on understanding the implications for customers and companies, 
and have neglected the employee perspective.  

This gap in PWYW literature is surprising, considering the “inside-out” effects of 
employee satisfaction and engagement on customer satisfaction and consequently 
financial performance (Heskett et al., 1994). As suggested by the Service-Profit 
Chain (Heskett et al., 1994), service value is created by employees who are 
satisfied, productive and loyal to the organization. Employees need high-quality 
support systems and policies (e.g. equitable compensation, ongoing training, job 
security) to feel satisfied and to be able to deliver excellent service experiences to 
customers (Heskett et al., 1994). In other words, if a company takes care of its 
employees, the employees will take care of the customers. Adopting a PWYW 
strategy in service settings cannot be a success unless frontline employees are 
accepting of the pricing system and supported by the company throughout the co-
creation process. 

Although the study by Costers et al. (2016) has limitations – being experimental 
and focusing exclusively on one-to-one interactions between customers and 
frontline employees – their research contributes to the PWYW literature by 
examining how customer payments of varying levels affect employee loyalty and 
support for the pricing system, as well as how job insecurity and customer rapport 
are associated with these effects. According to Costers et al. (2016), PWYW 
increases job insecurity no matter the level of customer payments. The delegation 
of control over the customer payments makes frontline employees feel uncertain 
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not only about how much buyers will pay but also regarding their own future within 
the particular company (Costers et al., 2016).  

Additionally, receiving zero payments triggers high levels of turnover intentions 
and low levels of employee support for the pricing system (Costers et al., 2016). 
Customers’ equal payments (partly less or more than the standard price) and 
overpayments do not necessarily share the same effect on the employees’ morale 
(Costers et al., 2016). A potential explanation for this finding is that frontline 
employees take contributions close to the standard price for granted and attribute 
overpayments to “luck” or the unpredictable nature of the PWYW mechanism, 
while they might not be the ones who ultimately collect and enjoy the profit 
(Costers et al., 2016). Nevertheless, PWYW payments equal to or above the 
standard level can be linked to building rapport between customers and frontline 
employees (Costers et al., 2016). In comparison with fixed pricing systems, 
employees perceive the interaction as more enjoyable and form better connections 
with their customers (Costers et al., 2016). 

In PWYW contexts, customers pay according to their perceived value of the 
product or service consumed (Kim et al., 2009), showing directly how satisfied 
they are in monetary terms. Regarded as a form of customer feedback, the level of 
payments as well as observations of the buyer’s decision making process can be 
helpful to both companies and frontline employees who seek to improve their 
offerings and service delivery standards. Moreover, by providing generous PWYW 
payments and positive feedback (in non-monetary terms) customers engage in 
empowering behaviours that potentially motivate employee creativity during such 
service encounters (Dong et al., 2015). Consequently, employee service delivery 
and customer experience are improved, heightening customer satisfaction even 
further (Dong et al., 2015). The “outside-in” impact of customer satisfaction on 
frontline employees’ job satisfaction is most likely in situations where future 
exchanges between the customer and the frontline employee, or the customer and 
the company are anticipated (Zablah et al., 2016).  

Customers and frontline employees should be the centre of management concern 
when adopting PWYW systems, as well as how to facilitate the dynamic 
interactions between the two. Since the latter often take the seller’s role during 
service encounters, they may as well become the recipients of feelings of guilt 
when buyers consider an underpayment (Kunter, 2015). Building strong 
relationships between customers and employees can help dissolve such intentions 
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and instead have a positive effect on the level of payments received (Kim et al., 
2014). Additionally, employee morale can be hurt in case of low or zero payments 
(Costers et al., 2016) and negative interactions, or boosted as a result of generous 
payments and empowering behaviours of customers (Dong et al., 2015). Whether 
frontline employees are the ones harmed by underpayments or benefiting from 
overpayments in connection to lower and higher wages respectively might play an 
important role in employees’ performance and turnover intentions in PWYW 
settings.  

Moreover, since frontline employees are usually the ones collecting the payments 
during PWYW encounters (Kim et al., 2009), they may have the potential to 
influence customers’ payment decisions or practice upselling and cross-selling 
techniques. For example, providing information about the cost of the service 
provided (Schons et al., 2014), making simple verbal requests (Kunter, 2015) that 
emphasize the value of the service provided (e.g. “pay a fair price”, “pay what it is 
worth to you”) or promoting the company’s fixed-priced offerings might be used to 
boost PWYW payments and increase total revenue. Although, when doing so it is 
important for employees to find the optimal level of intensity so that customers will 
not feel pushed to involuntary payments and evaluate the interaction negatively 
(Kunter, 2015). Frontline employees who show low levels of trust in the PWYW 
mechanism or often feel unfairly compensated by customers for their efforts are 
expected to be more willing to incorporate such prompts in their service delivery. 

3.3. Employee engagement  

3.3.1.  Definitions and theoretical frameworks 

Employee engagement has attracted a lot of attention in the academic literature 
and business practice during the past decades, as maintaining an engaged and 
productive workforce is among the biggest challenges HR executives face (Lussier 
& Hendon, 2019). Engaged employees are “those who understand what they need 
to do to add value to the organization and are satisfied enough with the 
organization and their roles within it to be willing to do whatever is necessary to 
see to it that the organization succeeds” (Lussier & Hendon, 2019, p.6). Thus, 
employee engagement may be described as a combination of employee ability, 
job satisfaction, and dedicated willingness to perform at a high level in order to 
help the organization reach its objectives (Lussier & Hendon, 2019).  
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The concept of employee engagement was first introduced by Kahn (1990) as “the 
harnessing of organisation members' selves to their work roles; self-employment 
and self-expression of people physically, cognitively, and emotionally in their work 
lives” (p.694). Since then, the term has been given several definitions, most 
frequently described as a combination of “cognitive, emotional and behavioral 
components that are associated with individual role performance” (Saks, 2006, 
p.602) and often presenting meaningful differences between an employee’s job 
engagement and organization engagement. Αdditionally, many researchers have 
pointed out that employee engagement may be understood as the opposite of job 
burnout since the two concepts are characterized by contrary dimensions – 
energy, involvement and efficacy in connection to employee engagement against 
exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy for job burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). 

Saks (2006) argues that employee engagement can further be explained through 
the Social Exchange Theory as a two-way interaction between an organization 
and an employee. Based on the norms of reciprocity, employees choose to 
engage themselves in their work and the organization as a form of repayment for 
the economic and social rewards they receive from their employer (Saks, 2006). 
The more resources and benefits the organization provides, the more valued the 
employees feel and obliged to show high levels of engagement and long-term 
loyalty to their employer (Saks, 2006).  

Moreover, according to Bakker et al. (2003) and the Job Demands–Resources 
model, employees are more likely to feel motivated and engaged with their work 
and the organization when they receive high levels of job-related resources from 
the employer, such as the opportunity to actively participate in decision-making 
and to control the timing of their work tasks. On the contrary, increasing job 
demands (e.g. work pressure, role overload) without providing additional job-
related resources may lead employees to higher absenteeism and job burnout 
(Bakker et al., 2003), which is the opposite mode of employee engagement 
(Maslach et al., 2001). 

3.3.2.  Antecedents and outcomes 

As reflected by the Job Demands–Resources model, job resources and job 
demands are two very important antecedent variables for employee engagement 
(Bakker et al., 2003). Additionally, according to Kahn (1990), there were three 
psychological conditions associated with engagement at work – meaningfulness, 
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safety, and availability. More specifically, employees are more engaged when they 
take on roles that offer them higher levels of psychological meaningfulness, and in 
situations where they feel safe from negative consequences to one’s career or 
self-image (Kahn, 1990). Moreover, engaged employees are those who make 
themselves available on a physical, emotional, and psychological level and fully 
dedicate their efforts into the role performances (Kahn, 1990). Employees are 
more likely to disengage themselves from their work if employers fail to establish 
such conditions and to create a safe environment and an organizational culture 
where employee engagement is possible (Kahn, 1990).  

The factors that influence employee engagement or disengagement can be further 
divided into three categories – job, organizational and individual factors – which 
respectively affect the three psychological conditions – meaningfulness, safety and 
availability (Kahn, 1990). Job factors, such as task characteristics, job enrichment 
and work interactions, primarily affect the psychological meaningfulness of work 
roles (Kahn, 1990) while lack of feedback and autonomy relate to job burnout 
(Maslach et al., 2001). Organizational factors (e.g. organizational and superior 
support, interpersonal relationships, group dynamics, management style, 
organizational norms) influence the psychological safety experienced by the 
employee within the particular social environment (Kahn, 1990). In this context, 
appropriate recognition and rewards are also important for engagement, and the 
same applies to employees’ perceptions of fairness and procedural justice 
(Maslach et al., 2001). Additionally, psychological availability depends on 
individual factors and resources that employees may bring to their role 
performance, such as their physical and emotional energies, self-esteem, 
insecurities, and outside life distractions (Kahn, 1990). Overall, from a Social 
Exchange Theory perspective, employees who are provided with enriched and 
challenging jobs, fair rewards, support from the management etc. will feel obliged 
to respond with higher levels of engagement (Saks, 2006). 

Many researchers and practitioners have linked employee engagement to better 
individual-level outcomes – such as improved job satisfaction, employee 
performance, organizational commitment, and organizational citizenship behaviour 
– as well as higher organizational-level performance in terms of increased 
customer satisfaction and financial results (Bakker et al., 2003; Lussier & Hendon, 
2019; Maslach et al., 2001; Saks, 2006). Engaged employees experience their 
work as more fulfilling and feel invested in their organizational roles, therefore they 
have lower intentions to leave the organization resulting in reduced turnover rates 
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(Maslach et al., 2001). Being characterized by openness and supportiveness, 
engaging work environments allow employees to experiment (Kahn, 1990) 
fostering innovation and creativity within the organization. Engaged employees are 
more likely to develop a trusting and supportive relationship with their employer, 
leading them to more positive attitudes and behaviours towards the whole 
organization (Saks, 2006). Furthermore, employee engagement has a positive 
impact on employees’ ability to deal with the demands of their job with confidence 
and to adapt to changing organizational structures (Lussier & Hendon, 2019).  

3.3.3.  Implications for management 

To mediate the relationships between the antecedents and the outcomes of 
employee engagement, managers should provide their employees with the right 
tools to perform their tasks along with continual feedback on their work 
performance (Lussier & Hendon, 2019). Supervisors need to build trust and 
maintain positive relationships with their employees in order for them to remain 
productive and engaged with the organization, as well as to improve individual 
attitudes and behaviours (Lussier & Hendon, 2019). Additionally, frequent 
performance appraisals, compensation and benefits can further motivate 
employees to improve their work style, leading to enhanced organizational 
productivity and greater engagement overall (Lussier & Hendon, 2019). 

Organizations that wish to improve employee engagement should not only 
demonstrate their caring through flexible work arrangements etc., but also focus 
on understanding employees’ concerns and perceptions of support (Saks, 2006). 
For example, by conducting internal surveys managers can find out what 
resources and benefits are most desired by their employees and most likely to 
create a sense of obligation that will be returned with greater levels of engagement 
(Saks, 2006). Finally, managers should understand that employee engagement is 
a long-term process that requires a culture change and needs to involve all levels 
of the organization to be successful (Saks, 2006).  
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4. Research methods 

4.1. Philosophy of science 
 
As researchers, we are guided by various intellectual paradigms – sets of 
assumptions and philosophical views about how research should be conducted 
(Bryman, 2012). Each researcher’s point of view on certain epistemological and 
ontological issues reflects on the research process followed and the findings 
produced. 

Epistemological considerations raise questions about “what is (or should be) 
regarded as acceptable knowledge in a discipline […] whether the social world can 
and should be studied according to the same principles, procedures, and ethos as 
the natural sciences” (Bryman, 2012, p.27). Positivism advocates the application 
of such methods and is concerned with scientific rather than normative statements 
(Bryman, 2012). On the other hand, the epistemological position of interpretivism 
“is predicated upon the view that a strategy is required that respects the 
differences between people and the objects of the natural sciences” (Bryman, 
2012, p.30). In that context, the social scientist is concerned with socio-cognitive 
meaning, and to provide an interpretation of how people interpret the world around 
them (Bryman, 2012).  

In this thesis, the researcher seeks to create an empathetic understanding of 
“social action” (Bryman, 2012, p.30) – concerning the nature of employees’ 
feelings and attitudes in a Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) context – and uncover 
the “subjective meaning” (Bryman, 2012, p.30) that stems from their moments of 
engagement and disengagement at work. Thus, she follows the epistemological 
approach of interpretivism, and she aims to place her findings into a social 
scientific frame, “to be further interpreted in terms of the concepts, theories, and 
literature” (Bryman, 2012, p.31) associated with the research question. 

Moreover, ontological considerations “invite us to consider the nature of social 
phenomena – are they relatively inert and beyond our influence or are they very 
much a product of social interaction?” (Bryman, 2012, p.6). Objectivism “asserts 
that social phenomena and their meanings have an existence that is independent 
of social actors” (Bryman, 2012, p.33), implying that they confront the researcher 
as external facts which are beyond her reach or influence. Οn the contrary, 
according to the opposing οntological position of constructionism, “social 
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phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social 
actors […] are not only produced through social interaction but that they are in a 
constant state of revision” (Bryman, 2012, p.33). Thus, the researcher's own 
accounts of the social world are constructions (Bryman, 2012). 

The research question that this study is based upon requires the active 
involvement of people (i.e. customers and employees) in reality construction. In 
this context, moments of engagement and disengagement at work should be 
perceived as outcomes of the interactions between “social actors” (Bryman, 2012, 
p.33) (i.e. customers, employees and managers) who play a part in the PWYW 
process and influence each other’s actions. Furthermore, employee engagement 
should be treated as a “social construction” (Bryman, 2012, p.32) itself, one with 
meaning that is built up and revised during “social interaction” (p.33). As a 
constructionist, “the researcher always presents a specific version of social reality, 
rather than one that can be regarded as definitive” (Bryman, 2012, p.33) and she 
accepts that the findings are the product of her own sense-making of the social 
world rather than the absolute truth. 

4.2. Research design 
 
This thesis is based on a case study design, “an empirical inquiry that investigates 
a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” 
(Yin, 2009, p.18). Case study research is particularly suitable when “how” and 
“why” questions are being asked (Yin, 2009). 

More specifically, the case of free walking tours was selected for the purposes of 
this research. As described in Chapter 2, travellers who participate in free walking 
tours are invited to evaluate their experience after the end of their tour and pay as 
much as they think it is worth, including the option to pay nothing at all. Even 
though the concept is not new, walking tours remain extremely relevant and 
among the highest trends within the tourism industry (Chaturvedi, 2018). With the 
rise of the sharing economy and budget-conscious travel in recent years, free 
walking tours have become a widely popular way for modern travellers to 
experience cities all over the world.  

Although this is a typical example of a PWYW service setting from a customer 
perspective, it is rather unique from a managerial and employee engagement point 
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of view. In contrast to other PWYW service settings where employees’ 
compensation might not be directly proportional to the total amount of customer 
payments received, the vast majority of free tour guides are freelancers and rely 
on PWYW payments as their main source of income for their respective work 
efforts (Koerts, 2017). Understanding how this pricing system affects the tour 
guides’ job satisfaction, turnover intentions, and overall work engagement has 
various implications for management and provides a suitable context for the 
research question to be answered.  

4.3. Mixed methods 
 
It is supposed that different approaches to the design of research and the 
collection of data are required for different epistemological and ontological 
commitments. For many researchers, interpretivism and constructionism are 
strongly associated with a qualitative research strategy, which “would seem to 
have a monopoly of the ability to study meaning” (Bryman, 2012, p.617) and 
develop an understanding of the social world. For others, this connection is not as 
binding. In practice, quantitative researchers are often interested in meanings as 
the widespread of social surveys which address human attitudes demonstrates. 
Furthermore, Bryman (2012) argues that qualitative and quantitative research alike 
– or the two of them employed together in a mixed methods approach – can play a 
significant role in relation to interpretivist and constructionist foundations, and are 
more independent of epistemological and ontological stances than usually 
assumed. “In many cases general theoretical/methodological stances are just 
stances: slogans, hopes, aspirations, not guidelines with clear implications that are 
followed in practice” (Platt, 1996, cited in Bryman, 2012, p.619).  

In that context, and although the researcher acknowledges that interpretivism, 
constructionism and the research question selected naturally point to a fully 
qualitative approach, a mixed methods research strategy was followed in this 
study. The decision was based on the existing limitations to data collection in 
connection to the COVID-19 pandemic (CBS, 2020) which are further discussed in 
this chapter. However, it should be noted that the main purpose of utilizing a 
quantitative method (i.e. online survey) was simply to obtain descriptive data that 
would complement the information already collected through qualitative methods 
(i.e. ethnographic research), and was not intended for in-depth statistical analysis. 
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Moreover, in regards to the research design, the essential tactic is to combine 
several sources of data within each case - both primary and secondary - (Yin, 
2009) and “case studies are frequently sites for the employment of both 
quantitative and qualitative research” (Bryman, 2012, p.68). Mixed methods allow 
the researcher to further extract meaning from qualitative and quantitative data 
that might have stayed hidden otherwise, and translate it into data that can be 
respectively analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively (Bryman, 2012). Therefore, 
the selected approach was also taken as an opportunity to develop a more deep 
and holistic understanding of the case study.  

4.4. Data collection 
 
Table 1 presents the data collection methods used in this study and below the 
limitations upon which the respective research plan was based are explained. 

Table 1. Data collection methods 

Method Data collected Geographical 
scope Sample size Time period 

Ethnography Qualitative Europe 5 study locations March 2019 - 
January 2020 

Online survey     

1. Questionnaire 
(main quest.) 

Qualitative  
& Quantitative Europe 42 participants March 2020 - 

April 2020 

2. Follow-up 
questionnaire Qualitative Copenhagen, 

Denmark 5 participants April 2020 

 

4.4.1.  Limitations 

As instructed by the Master’s Thesis Office of CBS (2020), data collection had to 
be modified as a result of the measures taken by the university and the Danish 
Health Authority as of 12 March 2020 to mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 
pandemic (WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2020). Physical interaction with 
research participants had to be avoided and replaced with online or via the phone 
engagements (CBS, 2020). The data collection process for this thesis was still on 
an early stage at the time, and the original research plan included the continuation 
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of ethnographic fieldwork in Copenhagen, Denmark during March and April 2020, 
as well as the conduction of face-to-face interviews with research participants at 
the same location and period. Therefore, both research methods had to be 
revisited in order for this study to be completed within the given timeframe. 

Ethnographic research had to be shut down entirely. That was an unavoidable 
development since all free walking tours in Copenhagen were suspended, 
following the recommendations of the Danish Health Authority and the travel 
restrictions applied to Denmark because of the COVID-19 outbreak (“CFWT: All 
our tours are currently cancelled”, 2020; “SNE: Coronavirus Update”, 2020). 
Consequently, to understand the selected case study in more depth and 
strengthen this thesis with background information about the respective market, 
the researcher had to rely on more secondary data collected from online sources 
as well as her prior ethnographic fieldwork in other European locations. Moreover, 
research participants for the next stages of research had to be tracked down 
online and thus, social media platforms were utilized. The researcher found this 
context to be disadvantageous compared to physical interactions, concerning the 
difficulty of forming social connections with research participants and convincing 
them to be helpful to the progress of the investigation. Bryman (2012) also refers 
to this observation as the “loss of the personal touch, owing to lack of rapport 
between interviewer and interviewee, including the inability to pick up visual or 
auditory cues” (p.658). 

Additionally, face-to-face interviews had to be replaced with a different research 
method. Although phone/video interviews were considered, an online survey 
format was selected as a more convenient alternative for respondents in terms of 
time and effort required to participate in the study. The need to show empathy to 
those affected by COVID-19 and more particularly, the research participants’ 
emotional and financial state at the time was strongly taken into consideration 
when this decision had to be made. The researcher became aware that the 
measures taken because of the outbreak left many tour guides (the majority of 
whom are freelance tourism professionals) unemployed indefinitely, not eligible for 
income support schemes and self-quarantined due to possible exposure to the 
virus. Therefore, it was expected that their ability and willingness to participate in 
this research would be limited, even so in extensive research methods. This 
assumption was subsequently reflected on low response rates to the online survey 



which led the researcher to broaden the scope of this thesis from only examining 
the case in Denmark to recruiting participants from all over Europe. 

4.4.2. Ethnography 

Ethnographic fieldwork was conducted at the early stages of this thesis. From 
March 2019 to January 2020, the researcher engaged in five free walking tour 
settings by actively participating and “observing behaviour, listening to what is said 
in conversations […] and asking questions” (Bryman, 2012, p.432). The goal was 
to develop an understanding of the PWYW process within this context and the 
interactions that took place among participants. More specifically, observations 
were focused on how payments decisions were made by customers, with or 
without the influence of others (e.g. if decisions were based on group discussions 
or the other participants’ payments), which service cues (if any) were utilized by 
tour guides to interfere with those decisions (e.g. if they shared information with 
participants about the cost of the tour), and what the tour guides’ reactions were to 
receiving varying payments from customers (e.g. verbal communication and 
gestures). The researcher’s observations are presented in the Findings.  

Table 2. Observed tours 

The chosen settings and timings for this ethnographic research were based on a 
convenience sample, one that is “selected because of its availability to the 
researcher” (Bryman, 2012, p.710). Table 2 presents the five free walking tours 

Tour name Company Location Time Reference

FREE Tour of Berlin SANDEMANs 
NEW Europe

Berlin, 
Germany

March 
2019 Tour/Guide #1

Bologna afternoon 
tour JM Walking Tour Bologna,  

Italy
December 
2019 Tour/Guide #2

The Best Tour in 
Florence: 
Renaissance and 
Medici Tales

All Around 
Florence

Florence, 
Italy

December 
2019 Tour/Guide #3

Venice through the 
centuries (North)

Venice Free 
Walking Tours

Venice,  
Italy

December 
2019 Tour/Guide #4

FREE Tour of 
Copenhagen

SANDEMANs 
NEW Europe

Copenhagen, 
Denmark

January 
2020 Tour/Guide #5
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observed in chronological order. Tours #1 and #5 were conducted by the same 
company (i.e. SANDEMANs NEW Europe – the largest operator of free walking 
tours in Europe) whereas the other three tours took place with different small/
medium-sized firms in each case study location, including a non-profit organization 
at Tour #2.  

Regarding the researcher’s field role and level of participation, she was involved 
fully in group activities and the payment process in all five settings but her status 
as a researcher was unknown in the first four cases (i.e. Tours #1 to #4), therefore 
taking the role of a “covert full member” (Bryman, 2012, p.441). For the purposes 
of this study and to better serve data collection in the following research stages, 
the researcher’s status was revealed to the tour guide at the beginning of the last 
interaction (i.e. Tour #5), thus an “overt full member” role was adopted (Bryman, 
2012, p.441). In addition, one informal unstructured discussion was conducted 
with the free tour guide in Tour #5. The same guide became the key informant in 
this study, being the person to “develop an appreciation of the research and direct 
the ethnographer to situations, events, or people likely to be helpful to the 
progress of the investigation” (Bryman, 2012, p.439). 

In contrast to other research methods, access was not a problem in the selected 
settings of this ethnographic fieldwork (Bryman, 2012) as the researcher did not 
have to seek permission from any of the free walking tour operators or the tour 
guides to gain entry and observe. Although reactivity might have been an issue 
when using an overt role in the last study location (i.e. Tour #5). It is likely that the 
tour guide (and key informant) adjusted her behaviour and service delivery 
because of her knowledge of being observed by the researcher for a thesis 
dissertation (Bryman, 2012). Additionally, the time and cost involved for the 
researcher to participate in all five free walking tours should be taken into account 
as a disadvantage of selecting this research method. 

4.4.3. Online Survey 

Following the ethnographic fieldwork, an online survey was conducted to collect 
quantitative and supplementary qualitative data from a broad range of participants 
across Europe. Self-completion questionnaires were favoured over other online 
research methods as a more convenient format for respondents to complete at 
their own pace, and a less costly option in terms of money and time for the 
researcher to set up and distribute (Bryman, 2012). Furthermore, it was important 
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to be able to convince participants of the anonymity and confidentiality of the 
collected data, which an online survey context generally allows (Bryman, 2012). 
On the other hand, although interviewer bias is unlikely with self-completion 
questionnaires, it is also impossible for the researcher to help the respondents 
understand the meaning of ambiguous questions (Bryman, 2012). Most 
importantly, nowadays people are overwhelmed with online messages and thus, 
they are likely to disregard the questionnaire, leading to low response rates 
(Bryman, 2012). 

The content and structure of the online survey were based on the researcher’s 
field notes from the ethnographic research and insights shared by the key 
informant, as well as the main arguments developed in the literature review for this 
thesis [e.g. receiving zero payments can trigger high levels of employee turnover 
intentions (Costers et al., 2016), customers engage in empowering behaviours that 
motivate employee creativity (Dong et al., 2015), employees need high-quality 
support systems and policies to feel satisfied (Heskett et al., 1994)]. Special 
emphasis was placed on questions related to work engagement and employees’ 
compensation in connection with the customers’ role within the PWYW context.  

The free online platform Google Forms was used to set up and distribute a visually 
appealing questionnaire, consisting of 5 demographic questions, 31 closed 
questions in a five-point Likert scale format, and 4 open questions. Additionally, 
participants were given the option at the end of the questionnaire to provide their 
email address, if they were willing to be contacted for follow-up questions. The 
overall number of questions was kept at a minimum to reduce the risk of 
respondent fatigue (Bryman, 2012). By using a combination of open and closed 
questions it was possible to collect potentially interesting statistical data as well as 
to document opinions and experiences unique to each participant. However, 
closed questions were favoured because of the ease for research participants to 
answer and provide definite responses (Bryman, 2012). An identical copy of the 
questionnaire in its final form may be found in Appendix 1. 

The selection of participants was based on snowball sampling, “in which the 
researcher makes initial contact with a small group of people who are relevant to 
the research topic and then uses these to establish contacts with others” (Bryman, 
2012, p.716). The key informant in the ethnography context was also the initial 
contact during this stage, and was asked to distribute the survey to other free tour 
guides. Additionally, a convenience sample of 40 tour guides for free walking tours 
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was contacted via the LinkedIn Premium platform. Using a free trial membership, 
the researcher was able to locate members of the LinkedIn community employed 
by free walking tour operators in Copenhagen, Berlin and various cities across 
Europe, based on their published employment status at the time. Each user was 
sent a private message with an invitation to participate in the online survey. Based 
on the terms of the free trial membership, the number of users contacted via a 
private message (i.e. “InMail”) and thus the initial sample size had to be limited to 
40 individuals. Respondents were then encouraged to share the survey link with 
their colleagues in order to further expand its potential reach and replicate the 
snowball effect.  

Additionally, the online survey link was posted on a private Facebook group called 
"Free Tour" Guides Connect, which had more than 200 members (i.e. people 
leading free walking tours or interested in the profession) in April 2020. The 
researcher had to first become a member herself to be able to gain access. 
Subsequently, this Facebook posting led to the survey link being shared by a 
public page on Instagram called Poor Free Tour. During that time, the page was 
popular among free tour guides in Europe (especially Spanish speakers) for 
humorously denouncing the uberization of the guided tour sector and in April 2020 
maintained over 1.100 followers. Although the page took a critical view of the 
employment practices used by large free walking tour operators and of the 
profession in general, the researcher did not detect any obvious biases among the 
responses which originated from this Instagram community.  

At the end of the main survey period, 42 usable responses from tour guides based 
in Europe were received. 20 (47,6%) participants identified as female and 20 
(47,6%) as male, thus gender balance was achieved. Table 3 displays an overview 
of the respondents and the composition of survey participants is included in 
Appendix 2. 

Table 3. Overview of respondents 

Location Respondents Female Male Prefer not  
to say

Copenhagen 10 (23,8%) 4 5 1

Rest of Europe 32 (76,2%) 16 15 1

Total 42 (100%) 20 (47,6%) 20 (47,6%) 2 (4,8%)
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Although convenience sampling and snowball sampling are both non-probability 
sampling methods and therefore limit the possibility to generalize the findings to 
the whole continent or worldwide, another opportunity arises. That is of a 
comparative, cross-cultural analysis between two national samples which allows 
“to appreciate that social science findings are often, if not invariably, culturally 
specific” (Bryman, 2012, p.74). Out of all the respondents, 10 (23,8%) were based 
in Copenhagen. Given the small population of free tour guides in the city at the 
time (i.e. 20-25 individuals based on the researcher’s observations), it was 
considered that the sample was representative of the particular study location and 
therefore, cross-cultural comparisons between Copenhagen and participants from 
the rest of Europe were possible. Thus, a follow-up questionnaire was distributed 
to 5 respondents based in Copenhagen who had provided their email address to 
the researcher during the main survey period. Participants were asked to answer 6 
open questions based on preliminary findings of the main questionnaire, which 
were displayed in bar charts and compared the responses between the two groups 
of survey participants (i.e. Copenhagen, Denmark versus Rest of Europe). Τhe 
application of the cross-cultural analysis, as well as the insights shared by 
participants, are further discussed in Chapter 5 and an identical copy of the follow-
up questionnaire may be found in Appendix 3. 

4.5. Data analysis 
 
Two separate methods of analysis were used to make sense of the data gathered 
in the context of this thesis. Thematic analysis was employed to qualitative data 
(i.e. ethnographic field notes and answers to open questions in the questionnaires) 
whereas statistical analysis was employed to quantitative data (i.e. answers to 
closed/Likert-type questions in the main questionnaire). 

Thematic analysis refers to the examination of qualitative data to extract core 
themes (Bryman, 2012). This extraction is possible through coding, “a process 
whereby the data are broken down into their component parts and those parts are 
then given labels. The analyst then searches for recurrences of these sequences 
of coded text within and across cases and also for links between different codes” 
(Bryman, 2012, p.13).  

The coding process of the data collected for this thesis was conducted manually. 
First, manual thematic analysis was preferred due to the fact that ethnographic 
field notes were produced retrospectively, based on the researcher’s memory of 
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the events. Therefore, it was possible to simultaneously categorize her 
observations in certain themes and identify potential linkages with the research 
question and the literature. Secondly, given the limited amount of qualitative data 
collected from the self-completion questionnaires (i.e. 4 non-mandatory open 
questions in the main questionnaire and 6 in the follow-up questionnaire), the 
decision to not utilize any software for computerized thematic analysis was again 
deliberate to allow room for the creative interpretation of the participants’ 
responses (Bryman, 2012). All answers to open questions were carefully 
examined and grouped into different categories. Then, in order for the material to 
become more manageable for the researcher, a number was assigned to each 
identified category as well as a positive/negative label to characterize the 
respondent’s point of view on the particular theme. The participants’ answers per 
identified themes are further discussed in Chapter 5. 

In regards to quantitative data, the participants’ answers to closed questions in the 
online survey were analyzed with the application of statistical techniques using the 
XLSTAT software. An advantage of using Likert-type questions was that the 
answers were pre-coded, meaning that each respondent’s reply on each item (i.e. 
closed question) was pre-assigned a score of 1 to 5. This turned the processing of 
the collected data for statistical computer analysis into a fairly simple and less 
time-consuming task. Furthermore, the scores were automatically registered in an 
online database simultaneously to data collection which helped to avoid the 
possibility of errors during manual data entry.  

Since Likert scale measures intensity and a five-point format was used to indicate 
the different levels of agreement with certain statements, the scoring was carried 
out so that very strong positive attitudes (i.e. “Strongly Agree”) received a score of 
“5” and very strong negative attitudes (i.e. “Strongly Disagree”) received a score of 
“1”. The middle position of indicating neutrality (i.e. “Undecided”) received a score 
of “3” while somewhat positive and negative attitudes (i.e. “Agree” and “Disagree”) 
received a score of “4” and “2” respectively. The scores were inspected to 
establish whether there were any obvious flaws that had to be eliminated. For 
example, the researcher had to exclude respondents from outside of Europe as 
well as those who submitted blank questionnaires and exhibited response sets like 
acquiescence, a tendency to “reply in the same way to each constituent item” 
(Bryman, 2012, p.715) which makes it unlikely for the answers to provide a valid 
assessment. 
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The remaining responses were used to produce tables and charts that allowed the 
researcher to interpret a large amount of material. This stage in data analysis was 
fundamentally about data reduction, i.e. “reducing the large corpus of information 
that the researcher has gathered so that he or she can make sense of it” (Bryman, 
2012, p.13). Since the mean and standard deviation are inappropriate statistical 
parameters for data on ordinal scales like Likert (Bryman, 2012), the data were 
instead summarized using a median and a mode while the distribution of 
observations per item was displayed in a bar chart. Finally, wherever comparisons 
needed to be made between independent samples of survey participants (e.g. 
cross-cultural analysis of tour guides based in Copenhagen, Denmark versus tour 
guides based in other European countries), the responses were analysed with a 
Mann-Whitney U test. This non-parametric test was used to identify questionnaire 
items in which the differences between the two samples were statistically 
significant (p-value<0.05) and thus, could not be explained by chance alone 
(Bryman, 2019). Separate tables and charts were also produced for each set of 
samples to allow comparisons of the collected data. The results of the statistical 
analysis conducted as well as the charts produced may be found in Chapter 5. 

4.6. Reliability and validity 
 
“Reliability is concerned with the question of whether the results of a study are 
repeatable” (Bryman, 2012, p.46). More specifically, internal reliability refers to the 
degree to which measures produce consistent outcomes across different contexts, 
and whether they are free from random error (Bryman, 2012). Internal reliability is 
most commonly measured in quantitative data analysis using a Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient, aiming to a figure of 0.80 or higher (Bryman, 2012). Moreover, external 
reliability refers to the degree to which a study can be replicated by other 
researchers over time (Bryman, 2012). For instance, in regards to ethnographic 
research, this would mean adopting a similar social role to the one adopted by the 
original researcher to replicate the results of this thesis at a future time. 

“Validity is concerned with the integrity of the conclusions that are generated from 
a piece of research” (Bryman, 2012, p. 47) and the degree to which a scale 
measures what it is supposed to measure. This corresponds to how well the 
ethnographic observations match what is actually going on or the theoretical ideas 
developed, and at the same time, how well the online survey addresses the 
thematic concepts and arguments that it is expected to address. Many researchers 
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suggest that the integrity and validity of findings can be enhanced by using a 
similar combination of qualitative and quantitative research (Bryman, 2012). Mixed 
methods research is perceived among audiences to have greater credibility than 
the standalone methods (Bryman, 2012).  

Additionally, external validity refers to a “question of whether the results of a study 
can be generalized beyond the specific research context in which it was 
conducted” (Bryman, 2012, p. 47). Yin (2009) argues that a “common concern 
about case studies is that they provide little basis for scientific generalization” 
(p.15). Given that this thesis is based on a case study design, the external validity 
or generalizability of the findings from free walking tours to broader PWYW 
settings might be limited. Although, the purpose of this research design is to 
intensively examine a single case rather than attempt to generalize the findings of 
a sample to other cases or populations beyond the case (Bryman, 2012). Instead, 
the quality of theoretical reasoning is given precedence (Bryman, 2012). In 
comparing the results of a case study to a previously developed theory, they will 
either support or challenge that theory and respectively may or may not be 
generalized to similar situations (Yin, 2010). This view of generalization is called 
“analytic generalization” by Yin (2010). 

For quantitative research methods, in particular, data reliability and validity issues 
are serious concerns. In order to secure the validity and reliability of this research, 
Likert scale was preferred when designing the questionnaire as it is a well-
established answer format, while emphasis was applied on the order of questions 
as well as the structure of forced-choice answers to avoid inaccurate interpretation 
among respondents (Bryman, 2012). Also, since improving the response rates can 
have a positive impact on the validity of findings (Bryman, 2012), prompts to 
encourage participants to share the questionnaire with their peers were consistent. 
Finally, once the data were collected, the internal consistency reliability was tested 
with Cronbach's alpha and found to be high at 0.87.  
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5. Findings 

The following chapter presents the primary findings of the ethnographic research 
as well as the online survey concerning how the PWYW pricing mechanism in free 
walking tours affects the work engagement of tour guides. The chapter is divided 
into two sections. Initially, the drivers and restraints of engagement are described 
and analyzed by linking the researcher’s own observations to the qualitative and 
quantitative data collected through the online survey (ref. Appendix 1). 
Additionally, this section includes an overview of how the payment process is 
conducted, as observed in the study locations from a customer point of view, along 
with suggestions by survey respondents on how the pricing system could be 
improved to better facilitate this process and increase their overall job satisfaction. 
Finally, the conclusions of the cross-cultural analysis comparing the engagement 
of tour guides for free walking tours based in Copenhagen to those based in 
various European cities (outside of Denmark) are outlined based on the insights 
provided by the former via a follow-up questionnaire (ref. Appendix 3).  

5.1. Drivers and restraints of engagement 
 
Before discussing the particular factors who may drive or restrain the work 
engagement of free walking tour guides, a brief mention should be made to the 
results of the online survey presented in Chart 1. 
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questionnaire (n = 42)  
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More specifically, the results indicate that the respondents displayed high levels of 
psychological meaningfulness (Q1), motivation (Q2), alignment with the roles (Q6) 
and enablement to do their job well (Q7), as well as low intentions of quitting (Q4). 
The researcher’s general interpretation of these scores is that tour guides for free 
walking tours tend to be truly engaged on average and committed to doing their 
job well on a long-term basis.  However, the above indicators refer mainly to job-
related and individual factors rather than organizational aspects which greatly 
affect employees’ overall engagement at work and are further explored in this 
chapter. 

5.1.1.  Knowledge sharing “like a local” 

The main task of a tour guiding job is the sharing of knowledge about a city 
between a tour guide and tour participants. This type of knowledge usually refers 
to information about a destination's history, culture and lifestyle that can be 
combined with a walk around the city centre and appreciated by a first-time visitor. 
In response to the open survey question “What do you like most about this job?” 
(Q32), 1 out of 2 participants indeed referred to sharing their knowledge about 
their city with tourists (or even becoming more knowledgeable in the process 
themselves) as one of their favourite - and thus one of the most engaging - 
aspects of leading free walking tours: 

[I like that] “I get to talk about the history and share my city with people - 
their enthusiasm makes me enthusiastic.” (Participant O - Berlin, Germany) 

[I like having] “The opportunity to share knowledge as a combined informal 
educator and entertainer.” (Participant N - Berlin, Germany) 

“It is a very rewarding job and in which every day you learn new things 
about the place and the people.” (Participant AM - Bristol, UK) 

In connection to the ethnographic research conducted, all five tour guides seemed 
quite knowledgeable and were able to include in their presentation detailed 
information on the topics mentioned above as well as some personal stories and 
fun facts about each destination. The “experience like a local” point of view was 
clearly emphasized in the design and structure of each tour. Getting to know the 
hidden gems in the city was prioritized over visiting the most well-known 
attractions. The guides often talked about the latter but deliberately did not walk by 
in order to avoid the huge crowds. Additionally, when sharing tips on what to see 
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or where to go after the tour, they strongly recommended staying off the beaten 
track and experiencing restaurants, food markets, panoramic views etc. mostly 
known to locals. For example, Guide #3 had created a handwritten one-page 
overview of his own favourite spots and things to do in the city, which he passed 
around at the end of the tour and invited participants to take pictures. 

This – without a standardized route or script – approach may be interpreted in 
many different ways. As seen in Chapter 2, free walking tours are often questioned 
in regards to the guides’ qualifications and ability to present reliable content 
(Koerts, 2017). Therefore, the guides might try to increase their credibility in the 
eyes of customers by sharing information that tourists wouldn’t be able to find 
otherwise and bring a feeling of authenticity or exclusivity to the experience. 
Moreover, since they mostly operate on a low-budget basis, they have to be more 
creative in their service delivery. For example, only one out of the five tour guides 
observed owned a microphone, a speaker and a flag pole. But without the proper 
equipment, such as a transmitter and headphones for each participant (which are 
commonly used in conventional pre-paid tours), being able to be seen and heard 
by everyone in the group would be impossible next to the city’s most crowded 
historical sites. Thus, staying off the beaten track might as well be a matter of 
convenience and putting the customer experience first to keep participants 
engaged. 

5.1.2.  Making customers happy 

According to the online survey respondents, interacting every day with new 
customers of all ages and nationalities, and receiving positive feedback for their 
efforts are among the most exciting and rewarding aspects of being a tour guide 
for free walking tours. In response to the question “What do you like most about 
this job?” (Q32), 2 out of 5 tour guides replied with either “meeting new people” 
(Participant R - Burgas, Bulgaria), “making customers happy” (Participant AO - 
Bratislava, Slovakia), or simply “engaging with other people” (Participant Q - 
Berlin, Germany) as one of the best parts of the job. Additionally, over 60% of tour 
guides agreed that positive customer feedback is more important than receiving 
recognition from management (Q18), or that allowing customers to determine the 
tour’s price even motivates them to do a better job (Q19). 
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Regarding how guides initiated positive interactions with customers, as observed 
during ethnographic research, most started with a brief conversation at the 
beginning of the tour. They invited everyone to share their names and where they 
came from, which facilitated even more interactions between participants and the 
guide on the way. Furthermore, they dedicated a few minutes to talk about their 
own background, professional qualifications and personal life. The use of personal 
stories of what living in that particular city meant to them enabled guests to make a 
more emotional connection to the guide and the destination. Generating a laugh 
was also a popular way to break the ice before the tour started. For example, 
Guide #5 asked participants to pose like Vikings for a silly group picture which was 
later posted on the operator’s Facebook page. As previously mentioned, taking 
such a picture of the departing group is actually a way to prove how many tourists 
joined the tour and thus how much money the tour operator should expect from 
the guide (Koerts, 2017). For that reason, an administrative employee (i.e. Meeting 
Point Manager) was present to take the picture as well as to handle the tour 
registration process. 

In terms of interactive elements and props incorporated in the presentation, 
Guides #1, #3 and #4 used visual aids (i.e. photos, maps and handouts) to support 
their storytelling and save time on description. Additionally, all five guides often 
dedicated time to answer questions as well as to quiz participants on what they 
already knew about the city or what they were able to memorize during the tour. 
Frequent stops and normal walking speed helped to keep participants energized 
and engaged with the tour. Although most guides were able to maintain a good 
flow, Guide #2 moved extremely fast leaving many participants behind. People 
didn’t have enough time to look around while walking or re-group before he started 
talking about the next location. This not only caused complaints within the group 
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Chart 2: Tour guides’ responses to 5-point Likert scale 
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about his lack of professionalism but also created some dangerous moments as 
the participants were trying to catch up (e.g. jaywalking across busy roads).  

Overall, it should be noted that how the tour guides interacted with participants 
and communicated their knowledge within the context of the walking tour played 
an important role in the service delivery and consequently, customer satisfaction. 
Although the researcher did not witness any tension or conflicts between tour 
guides and participants in the study locations, the respondents of the online survey 
revealed that customers can often be particularly rude and disrespectful. In fact, 
this was one of the most frequently given answers to the open question “What do 
you dislike most about this job?” (Q33). The guides argue that the tip-based 
system puts them in an awkward situation in regards to handling complaints and 
setting rules, since their salary highly depends on maintaining a good relationship 
with all customers:  

“Anytime you try to stand up for you or for your job you are risking losing 
money or a bad review, which can lead you to eventually lose your job. It's 
hard having dignity when anything you say can decide if you are being paid 
or not. People know the power they have on you and use it.” (Participant 
AG - Lisbon, Portugal) 

5.1.3.  Maximizing customer payments 

Customer payments have a great impact on the tour guides’ job satisfaction and 
morale. Over 75% of survey respondents admitted that their feelings are often hurt 
when they receive low or zero payments from customers (Q25), whereas only 
26,2% refused to associate how much customers pay with how satisfied they are 
with their job (Q31). Additionally, amongst the most frequently given answers to 
the question “What do you dislike most about this job?” (Q33) were bad tippers, 
such as “people that do the full tour, seem happy about the service, and don't tip, 
or tip ridiculously low” (Participant B – Copenhagen, Denmark). However, low 
customer payments did not seem to affect the respondents’ intentions of quitting 
by more than 31% (Q28). 
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According to survey participants, receiving generous tips can be a validation of 
delivering good service (Q20), even though customers do not always compensate 
guides fairly for their respective work efforts (Q23). In that context, over 40% 
respondents admitted that they often try to influence how much customers pay by 
means other than their role performance (Q27), such as by sharing information 
about the cost of the tour with participants. The ethnographic research identified a 
variety of such means and deliberate strategies applied by tour guides to elicit 
higher tips, all of which are further discussed below.  
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Talking about the free walking tour concept in general and sharing information 
regarding the cost of the specific tour was one of the most commonly used and 
easily noticed tactics. Guide #4 took several minutes at the beginning of the tour to 
explain the payment system and how everyone should support the guides’ efforts 
to make quality tours accessible to travellers of all budgets. She then went on to 
compare the price for a conventional pre-paid tour in the same city to the amount 
people usually spend for a tip-based tour, as well as how much she was expected 
to pay back in fees for each tour participant. Guide #5 followed a similar approach 
but not before the tour reached its ending. The second approach was generally 
interpreted as a friendlier request, since participants had the time to get to know 
the guide first and appreciate the experience before having to think about the 
payment. On the other hand, being a participant in Tour #4 felt like starting the 
experience with a “lecture” and being forced to pay a certain amount, no matter 
how satisfied one was with the tour. 

Moreover, a series of actions may be associated with the tour guides’ efforts to 
keep participants from bailing out of the tour before payments were to be 
collected. For example, escaping payment without embarrassment wouldn’t be 
easy in Tour #4, as during the registration process the guide had pre-filled receipts 
with the names of people checking in on behalf of each group of participants. 
Others repeatedly mentioned not to leave the tour without saying goodbye or often 
promised to share information on what to do next in the city and answer 
everyone’s questions at the end of the tour. Participants not only had to wait till the 
very end to avoid being judged from their peers for bailing out or to not miss out on 
the opportunity to hear something useful, but also became more appreciative of 
the experience and eager to tip as a result of having their individual questions 
answered. Similarly, Guide #1 created a cliffhanger by starting a story at the first 
stop of the tour and promising to share the finale at the last, while Guide #2 
challenged participants to find a wheelchair ramp alongside the road and point it to 
him before the tour ended. These storytelling techniques made everyone curious 
to find out how the tale or the game would end, and also, in the second case, 
managed to raise awareness of wheelchair accessibility issues in the city. That 
was particularly important in Tour #2 which was offered by a non-profit 
organization supporting people with disabilities and handling tips as donations. 
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5.1.4.  Improving working conditions 

A series of factors related to the tour guides’ working conditions in a free walking 
tour context can both drive and restrain engagement. For example, over 80% of 
the respondents to the online survey confirmed that they are pleased with their 
workplace flexibility (Q12), and 1 out of 3 suggested that this is indeed one of the 
reasons why they are attracted to this job (Q33):  

[I like that] “It brings great flexibility around how I organize my schedule” 
(Participant D - Copenhagen, Denmark).  

[I like that] “I can work part-time and still earn good money.” (Participant A - 
Copenhagen, Denmark) 

 
 
However, as with every freelance job, being a free tour guide comes with a great 
deal of insecurity in the long-term. Over 50% of respondents agreed that the lack 
of income stability is an aspect of the job that often causes them stress (Q14). 
Additionally, the lack of social benefits and job security was the number one 
answer to the question “What do you dislike most about this job?” (Q33), 
mentioned by about half of the participants: 

“I love the job, but it is a highly unstable one. And we are in a somewhat 
precarious state in comparison to other workers in terms of rights and social 
benefits and health insurance.” (Participant M - Berlin, Germany).  

[I do not like] “The insecurity for the long future like pensions and not 
receiving medical insurance from the company.” (Participant AA - Dublin, 
Ireland). 
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Moreover, in regards to the job’s physical working conditions, while a few guides 
mentioned how much they enjoy working outdoors and getting plenty of exercise 
(Q32), others listed their constant exposure to weather conditions as one of the 
most difficult aspects of the job (Q33): 

[I like] “Being outside and exercising simultaneously to working.” 
(Participant N - Berlin, Germany) 

[I do not like that] “We have to work in all weather.” (Participant AN - 
Prague, Czech Republic) 

5.1.5.  Receiving support from management 

A free walking tour context offers a lot of opportunities for tour guides to practice 
cross-selling techniques during tours, such as promoting conventional tours 
managed by the same company. For example, Guides #1 and #5 offered a 
discount code for fixed-price tours that could be booked on the operator’s website. 
For them, this was also an opportunity to earn a commission by selling such 
services to customers.  

Similarly, about 40% of survey respondents agreed that they would happily 
promote other services that their employer offers in exchange for a selling 
commission (Q16). However, many guides admitted that they often feel “getting 
punished for not selling other tours” (Participant G - Copenhagen, Denmark) since 
management often charges them a higher marketing fee on the free walking tours 
if their overall sales drop. This sales-centric system seems to have affected the 
organizational culture as well as the guides relationship with management: 

“The system seems to put us in competition with other guides and with the 
company. […] I feel they get so focused on the system and sales, they have 
created a very short termist and stressful environment. If they were a bit 
less focused on sales, gave us more security and valued good service more 
I would feel happier.” (Participant A - Copenhagen, Denmark) 

“The organization/company wants to have the best seller rather than the 
best guide.” (Participant AE - Krakow, Poland) 

Moreover, about 1 out 6 guides mentioned that they have some kind of issue with 
management, such as “a perceived lack of communication on the part of 
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management at times” (Participant U - Berlin, Germany) or the fact that “there is 
no training from the company” (Participant B - Copenhagen, Denmark). In that 
context, only 40% of respondents agreed that they are satisfied with the job-
related training provided by their organization (Q8) and 45% with the amount of 
support they receive from management overall (Q9). Nevertheless, regardless of 
how satisfied they are, over 95% of tour guides admitted that making customers 
happy motivates them to do a better job rather than receiving support from 
management (Q30). Therefore, it can be argued that the issues the guides have 
with management, as well as the customer-centric pricing system, have led them 
to become more dependent on customers in terms of sourcing motivation and 
feeling engaged with their roles, instead of seeking support from their organization. 
However, the good relationship that tour guides were able to maintain with each 
other (Q11) has contributed to high levels of satisfaction with the organizational 
culture overall (Q10). 
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5.1.6.  Believing in the fairness of PWYW 

As seen in Chart 7, survey participants were divided in regards to whether they 
consider PWYW as a fair pricing system for guided tours (Q17) as well as on 
whether this tip-based system, and more particularly not knowing how much 
customers will pay for each tour, makes them more insecure (Q24).  

 
 
However, the results show a different picture if participants are split into two 
separate groups based on their given answers on Q17 – Positive (sample A1, 
n=21) for those who perceived PWYW as a fair pricing system (Agree/Strongly 
Agree) versus Negative (sample A2, n=15) for those who disagreed with that 
statement (Disagree/Strongly Disagree). Chart 8 compares the responses of the 
two independent samples on four questionnaire items. The results on those items 
have statistical significance (p-value<0.05) meaning that the difference between 
the two groups’ responses is unlikely to have occurred by chance (Bryman, 2019). 

More specifically, the majority of participants whose perceived fairness of the 
system was “Negative” agreed that they would prefer to be employed on a fixed-
price basis (Q15) and not knowing how much customers will pay makes them 
insecure (Q24). They were also not convinced that making a greater effort could 
increase customer satisfaction and tips (Q26), and even admitted thinking about 
quitting their job after receiving low customer payments (Q28). Their responses 
were the exact opposite of those who came from participants of “Positive” attitudes 
towards the fairness of the PWYW system. Therefore, the results indicate that 
there is a relationship between the guides’ perceived fairness and support for the 
pricing system as well as their job insecurity, motivation for high performance and 
turnover intentions triggered by low tipping amounts. 
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Chart 7: Tour guides’ responses to 5-point Likert scale questionnaire 
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5.1.7.  Rethinking the pricing system 

In regards to how the payment process was facilitated in the study locations, in all 
five tours tips were collected at the end of the tour. The guides concluded the tour 
by inviting everyone to tip according to their own level of satisfaction as well as to 
post a positive review on Tripadvisor or the operator’s website. The guides then 
gave some time and space to participants to decide the price individually or for 
each party to engage in private discussions. Although the researcher did not 
detect any verbal interaction between the distinct groups of participants, it was 
clear that many took on the opportunity of standing in an open space to watch (or 
even mimic) how much other people were giving. Overall, the majority of 
participants paid together as a group (e.g. per family, couple or group of friends) 
based on a collective decision, rather than handing over tips individually. Thus, it 
seemed unlikely that the tour guide would be able to notice how much each 
person was tipping; instead, an average per group would be easier to estimate.  

In addition to being watched by other participants, whether or not the tour guide 
was able to see how much each group contributed would influence the 
participants’ payment decisions. For example, Guide #5 deliberately avoided 
looking at the cash handed to her before placing them in her purse, to avoid 
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making participants (and maybe herself) uncomfortable. Instead, she was focused 
on making eye contact with the person standing in front of her and expressing how 
grateful she was for every penny. On the contrary, Guide #4 had to issue a receipt 
for each group of participants. Therefore, not only she was looking at how much 
they were tipping but also repeating the amount aloud in front of everyone waiting 
in line to hand in their tips. Overall, this more structured payment process, as well 
as the ease for the guide and other participants to see and hear how much each 
group was contributing, delayed the decision-making process. People were 
stepping back and rethinking their own payments decisions to move closer to the 
group average.  

 
 

For most tour guides, following a payment ritual like the one described above or 
more particularly, asking customers to pay what they want is not a process that 
makes them uncomfortable (Q29) and the majority of tour guides admitted that 
they are highly satisfied with their overall compensation (Q13). Nevertheless, 
when asked if there was anything they would change to make the pricing system 
better (Q34), half of the respondents mentioned that setting a fixed or minimum 
price for participants and “not calling it free but instead tips based tour” (Participant 
A - Copenhagen, Denmark) could make a lot of difference: 

“A minimum participation fee would be the way the guides are retributed AT 
LEAST with the minimum salary.” (Participant P - NA) 

“Either put a fixed price high enough to cover the expenses or force people 
to cover the expenses and make it clear that at that point you are at zero 
benefits so the rest is your salary.” (Participant AG - Lisbon, Portugal) 
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Chart 9: Tour guides’ responses to 5-point Likert scale 
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Additionally, “getting rid of the advertisement fee” (Participant Q - Berlin, Germany) 
or changing the way it is calculated could also be a sustainable solution for tour 
guides: 

“Allow for leeway in how groups are counted and marketing fees are paid. 
Counting every single person when it's clear people will leave or won't be 
willing to pay is detrimental for both guides and management.” (Participant 
U - Berlin, Germany)  

“Take the group photo at the end so if we lose people we don’t pay for 
them.” (Participant A - Copenhagen, Denmark) 

In any case, the guides argue that it is important to raise awareness on how the 
free walking tour system works. Many travellers are still unaware that the 
marketing fee exists or how it affects the guides’ earnings and consequently, what 
their minimum contribution should be: 

“Giving people an idea (suggestion) of what tours like this normally cost 
(maybe on the website), because oftentimes they don't know what to give 
and think that 5€ is a lot of money.” (Participant Q - Berlin, Germany) 

5.2. Cross-cultural comparisons 
 
Charts 10 to 15 compare the responses to the main 5-point Likert scale 
questionnaire (ref. Appendix 1) of two random, independent samples: tour 
guides/survey respondents based in Copenhagen, Denmark (sample B1, n=10) 
and tour guides/survey respondents based in other European countries (sample 
B2, n=32). Although the responses of the two samples were similar to identical in 
most questionnaire items, the following six arguments stood out because the 
differences between the two groups' responses were statistically significant (p-
value<0.05) and thus, could not be explained by chance alone (Bryman, 2019). 
Therefore, it was critical to understand what differentiates Copenhagen from other 
European cities in these aspects, and to potentially identify opportunities for 
increasing engagement within the local community of guides. In that context, a 
follow-up questionnaire (ref. Appendix 3) was distributed after the end of the main 
survey period to five tour guides for free walking tours in Copenhagen who shared 
the insights upon which the following analysis is based. 
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As seen in Chart 10, survey participants from Copenhagen were rather undecisive 
when asked if they would recommend their job to a friend or family member (Q3), 
in comparison to their European colleagues, the majority of whom seemed to 
agree with that statement. According to the Copenhagen tour guides, this was due 
to the fact that, in contrast to other European cities, there are much better 
employment opportunities in Denmark than being a tour guide for free walking 
tours as well as plenty of jobs with good working conditions, social benefits and a 
steady income in accordance with the city’s high cost of living: 

“Workers rights in Denmark are very strict, and employment generally 
comes with benefits like 5 weeks paid vacation, paid sick leave and paid 
parental leave, which is not possible as a free tour guide. Taxes are high 
and free tour guides also pay a marketing fee to the tour company, which 
both reduce income, and the cost of living is also high. Wages are high in 
Copenhagen, however as a free tour guide one doesn't earn a salary or set 
wage and the amount earned can fluctuate greatly - some days guides can 
actually lose money, or earn very little. This can be especially difficult in an 
expensive city like Copenhagen.” (Participant BC) 
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Chart 10: Tour guides’ responses to 5-point Likert scale questionnaire 
item Q3: I would recommend this job to a friend or family member. 
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Chart 11: I am satisfied with my overall job security. (Q5) 
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Similarly, Chart 11 reveals that tour guides based in Copenhagen are much less 
satisfied with their overall job security than their European colleagues (Q5). In 
addition to the lack of social benefits mentioned above, the fact that “free” tour 
guides in Denmark are not organized into a union makes them feel even more 
insecure and unprotected: 

“In comparison with the secure part of the Danish labour market, we have 
much less security. No sick pay, holiday, pension. Also, we are not 
unionised so we have the precarity without the security of Denmark’s 
Flexicurity system. Very little of Denmark’s labour support is in law, it comes 
through unions so free tour guides are unprotected. Perhaps in other parts 
of Europe the overall labour market is less secure so free tour guides don’t 
feel they are missing out?” (Participant BE) 

 
 

 
 
Moreover, as seen in charts 12 and 13, Copenhagen tour guides are less satisfied 
with the support they receive from management (Q9) which has consequently 
affected their overall satisfaction with their workplace culture (Q10). According to 
the questionnaire respondents, a lot has to do with their bad relationship with 
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Chart 12: I am happy with the amount of support I receive from 
management. (Q9) 
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Chart 13: I am satisfied with the culture of my workplace. (Q10) 
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management as well as the fact that Copenhagen has little competition compared 
to other European cities. With only two operators (i.e. Copenhagen Free Walking 
Tours and SANDEMANs NEW Europe) controlling the labour market, there is less 
motivation for management to improve their organizational culture or make an 
effort to meet the Danish employment standards:  

“I think a lot of guides don't feel heard, and don't feel respected by 
management, and feel like the company has to grow with or without us, as if 
we are disposable. That our hard work is not valued as much as it should 
be. There is sadly not very good communication with management.” 
(Participant BB) 

“There are many free tour companies operating in many European cities, 
however, Copenhagen only has two. One is only in Copenhagen and the 
other runs tours all over the world and does not seem to understand the 
unique work culture, circumstances and challenges of Denmark vs other 
places. I would encourage management to take this into consideration 
when establishing policies and marketing fees.” (Participant BC) 

 
 
In regards to satisfaction with their overall compensation (Q13), survey 
participants from Copenhagen were rather indecisive in comparison to their 
European colleagues, the vast majority of whom seemed to be very satisfied. The 
high cost of living as well as the seasonal pattern of tourism demand in 
Copenhagen highly contributes to this result, according to the local guides: 

“Denmark is an expensive country compared to most of the other European 
countries. A tourist visiting Budapest or Copenhagen will tip the same in a 
free walking tour, but that money will have a very different value for the tour 
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Chart 14: I am satisfied with my overall compensation. (Q13) 

Rest of Europe (n=32) Copenhagen (n=10) 



 
 61 

guide. Besides that, salaries in Denmark are quite high and the working 
conditions are good. Compared to that, being a tour guide is not a great job. 
In other countries where working conditions and salaries are not as good, 
for instance Spain, guiding can be a very good job.” (Participant BD) 

“The high fees, especially in the tough winters in Copenhagen, have now 
made it hard to survive in this job. Perhaps the other city in Europe is not so 
expensive, doesn't have such bad weather and isn't so seasonal for 
tourism?” (Participant BE)  

Moreover, it should be noted that tipping is uncommon in Denmark, which means 
that customers usually expect service charges to be paid for by the company and 
employees are not used to being dependent on tips to make a living wage. Thus, 
based on the tipping etiquette alone, tourists might be less eager to tip which 
further decreases the guides’ satisfaction with a compensation system they are 
already not comfortable with. 

 
 
Finally, as seen in Chart 15, Copenhagen tour guides are much less likely than 
other Europeans to attribute significantly high customer payments in a free walking 
tour context to pure luck (Q22). This paradox may be explained with both culture-
specific factors, such as Danish guides being more sceptical individuals in general, 
as well as external factors other than luck: 

[I attribute significantly high customer payments to] “Performance. You'll 
have bad days, you'll have good days. However, there's a massive earnings 
gap between the guides who commit to the job and the ones who don’t.” 
(Participant BA) 
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Chart 15: I usually attribute significantly high customer payments to 
luck. (Q22) 
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[I attribute significantly high customer payments to] “Nationality of the 
guests, period of the year, type of tourist, your connection with the groups 
(sometimes).” (Participant BB)  

Overall, based on all the above observations, it can be argued that tour guides of 
free walking tours who are based in Copenhagen are on average less engaged 
than their European colleagues. This is mainly because of the generally good 
working conditions in Denmark (e.g. low unemployment rate, high wages) as well 
as the high cost of living compared to other countries. The combination of the two 
creates a situation where more secure employment opportunities (i.e. salaried 
jobs) are both easier to be found and necessary to make ends meet. Additionally, 
with only a couple of tour operators dominating a rather small labour market, the 
possibilities for professional development are minimal. This is further emphasized 
when compared to European destinations with better developed free walking tour 
markets and organizational cultures, where five or more companies may compete 
all year round – not only for tourists but also to attract and retain the most talented 
tour guides.   



 
 63 

6. Discussion 

Based on the prior analysis of the findings, the following chapter begins by 
discussing the influences of employee engagement under PWYW pricing systems, 
mainly in connection to Kahn’s (1990) theoretical framework (ref. Figure 1, page 
65). Subsequently, the appearing links between customer payments and 
employee engagement are identified and compared to existing frameworks such 
as the Service-Profit Chain (Heskett et al., 1994) (ref. Figure 2, page 67), leading 
to the theoretical contribution of the study being outlined. Moreover, managerial 
implications are discussed in regards to PWYW service settings as well as the 
context of free walking tours, in particular, finally followed by the limitations of the 
study and the author’s suggestions for future research being described. 

6.1. Influences of employee engagement 
 
By applying the findings on Kahn’s (1990) theoretical framework, employee 
engagement may be discussed as the outcome of job, organizational and 
individual influences, which respectively affect the psychological conditions of 
meaningfulness, safety and availability.  

Psychological meaningfulness is driven by job characteristics and work 
interactions (Kahn, 1990), such as taking pleasure in core work activities, job 
autonomy and interactions with customers. In regards to the latter, the study builds 
on the argument of Costers et al. (2016) that employees perceive the interactions 
as more enjoyable and form better connections with customers under PWYW, 
compared to fixed pricing systems. The analysis demonstrates that employees not 
only perceive but also pursue more favourable interactions and are considerably 
cautious about not disappointing or upsetting customers, due to the power they 
have over the price-setting process. This is more evident in PWYW business 
models which require employees' earnings to be proportional to the collected 
customer payments rather than covered by a fixed salary. In that sense, 
employees face the same (if not more) risk with the organization; customers may 
take advantage of their power over the price-setting process and pay nothing at all 
or set prices below the company’s production costs (Kim et al., 2009) as well as 
the value of the employee’s time and effort. 
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Employees’ perceptions of psychological safety trace to organizational factors 
(Kahn, 1990), such as management style and support, company culture and 
workplace flexibility as well as the provision of income stability and social benefits. 
More specifically, the study shows a correlation between perceived fairness in the 
organization and employee engagement. Employees who feel that PWYW is an 
unfair pricing system, in terms of being wrongfully implemented by management or 
misused by customers, show lower levels of motivation in performing their tasks 
and support for the pricing system as well as higher levels of job insecurity and 
turnover intentions. Thus, in line with the hypothesis of Maslach et al. (2001), lack 
of perceived fairness in the workplace can decrease engagement and lead to job 
burnout. Additionally, in regards to the engagement of freelance workers who were 
the subjects of this study, the results showcase that they value workplace flexibility 
as much as a culture of inclusivity. Freelancers prefer to work for employers who 
allow them to make their own schedules and decisions but also treat them as a 
valued part of the team and care about their retention. They seek an equal level of 
respect and trust from management as if they were permanent employees, and 
this goes beyond being eligible for the same rewards and benefits to being 
included in important conversations and more importantly, in the organization’s 
plans for long-term growth. 

Employees’ psychological availability within a PWYW context depends on 
individual factors (Kahn, 1990), such as whether their physical and emotional 
energies are invested in performing and truly engaging with the work. For 
example, a customer service role can often be physically demanding in terms of 
long periods spent standing or being exposed to unpredictable weather conditions. 
The analysis confirms that engagement may often be affected by such 
requirements which employees can either enjoy or struggle with, in certain 
moments. Moreover, employees’ availability may be influenced by their personal 
insecurities and outside-life distractions, which have the potential to take them 
psychologically away from successfully performing their roles. For example, in 
regards to the PWYW system, employees need to develop confidence in their own 
abilities to facilitate the co-creation process and extract customer payments. The 
analysis demonstrates that not all employees who take on that role are 
comfortable with asking customers to pay what they want and they might as well 
prefer to use a different pricing system. 
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Additionally, the findings indicate that employee engagement in the context of 
PWYW service settings may be driven by socio-cultural and macro-level factors. 
Employees often compare their working conditions with that of others – and not 
just their co-workers but all members of their social environment – and prefer to 
work for employers who understand the local work culture and offer them parity in 
pay scales, social benefits, job security etc. with the national standards. Therefore, 
in countries with high living costs and labour markets with generally good working 
conditions (e.g. low unemployment rate, high wages), the application of PWYW 
systems may lead employees to higher levels of job insecurity and fear of missing 
out on better employment opportunities. Even if their earnings are not proportional 
to the collected payments, knowing that customers might pay below-cost prices 
and induce loss for the company makes employees worried about the long-term 
survival of their employer and consequently their own income stability and capacity 
to maintain the same social status in the long-term. In that context, employees’ 
overall support of the PWYW system may also depend on their social norms and 
values as, for example, certain societies need predictability and equality in their 
work-life more than others, or consider voluntary contributions such as tipping 
culturally inappropriate. This may result in employees being less comfortable with 
the PWYW pricing system overall, even so with asking customers to pay what they 
want or being dependent on PWYW payments to make a living wage. 

Figure 1. Psychological conditions of engagement at work 
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Figure 1 displays how Kahn’s (1990) engagement model could be extended to 
include socio-cultural influences, as applicable to PWYW service settings and 
potentially other contexts. Socio-cultural factors affect the psychological condition 
of status: “the relative rank that an individual holds, with attendant rights, duties, 
and lifestyle, in a social hierarchy based upon honour or prestige” (Encyclopædia 
Britannica, 2019). In that sense, employees are more engaged with jobs that allow 
them to maintain an equal or higher status to other members of society. A certain 
job might bring a high social status (and engagement) in one culture but a low 
status (and disengagement) in another. Thus, as an influencer of engagement, 
status is relative to the labour market characteristics as well as the employees’ 
social norms and values.  

6.2. Linking customer payments to employee engagement 
 
The study also demonstrates a correlation between customer payments and 
employee engagement. Allowing customers to decide on the price motivates 
employees to deliver better service and be more creative in their role performance, 
aiming to potentially increase customer satisfaction and elicit higher payments. 
Furthermore, employees feel more satisfied with their jobs when they receive 
generous PWYW payments and positive feedback from customers. The data 
suggest that employees interpret both as appropriate recognition for their 
respective work efforts and, within the customer-centric PWYW system, they 
generally seek such forms of positive reinforcement from customers rather than 
management. In that context, customers engage in empowering behaviours which 
foster employee creativity in service encounters, as suggested by Dong et al. 
(2015). Thus, the “outside-in” (Zablah et al., 2016) effect of customer satisfaction 
on frontline employees’ job satisfaction is more evident on PWYW applications 
than an “inside-out” (Heskett et al., 1994) impact.  

The analysis similarly confirms that receiving low or zero payments from 
customers can significantly hurt employee morale, as initially suggested by 
Costers et al. (2016). However, the results cannot fully support the claims of 
Costers et al. (2016) in regards to PWYW payments of all levels increasing 
employees’ job insecurity and low/zero payments triggering high levels of turnover 
intentions. Both statements were found to be relatable only to employees with low 
fairness perceptions of the pricing system. In other words, the data suggest that 
employees who feel that PWYW is not a fair system are more insecure overall and 
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likely to consider quitting when triggered by low payments. In regards to 
overpayments, frontline employees may indeed attribute those to luck and the 
unpredictable nature of the PWYW mechanism (Costers et al., 2016) as well as 
their exceptional role performance. The analysis shows that the latter can be 
linked to certain confidence driven by individual factors, such as the employee’s 
personality, or culture-specific influences. 

Figure 2. Employee-Customer satisfaction links in the Service-Profit Chain 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Based on the Service-Profit Chain (Heskett et al., 1994), Figure 2 summarizes 
how customer satisfaction, as well as the different levels of customer payments in 
a PWYW context, positively or negatively affect employee satisfaction from the 
“outside-in” (Zablah et al., 2016). In that sense, if a balance is achieved between 
high and low/zero payments collected from multiple customers in the same setting, 
it is likely that employee satisfaction and engagement will remain intact. 

6.3. Theoretical contribution 
 
By examining the case of free walking tours, the study investigates how the 
application of Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) pricing systems in service settings 
affects the engagement of frontline employees as well as the underlying reasons 
for such impact. Prior research on PWYW applications has mainly focused on the 
implications for the customer and the company. This study contributes to the 
existing PWYW literature by providing an understanding of the employee 
perspective, which is essential to successfully adopt such pricing systems in 
service settings. 



 
 68 

First, the data suggest that, on top of the job, organizational and individual 
influences described by Kahn (1990), socio-cultural factors may also affect 
employee engagement in PWYW service settings and potentially other contexts 
(ref. Figure 1, page 65). Depending on their social norms and values, employees 
tend to compare themselves with other members of their social environment and 
seek parity in pay scales, job security, social benefits etc. with the local labour 
market characteristics. In that context, the unpredictable nature of the PWYW 
mechanism may lead employees of certain nationalities and cultures to increased 
job insecurity in regards to their long-term income stability and consequently their 
ability to maintain the same or acquire higher social status. 

Secondly, the analysis demonstrates a correlation between the level of customer 
payments collected in PWYW service settings and frontline employees’ 
engagement (ref. Figure 2, page 67). Increased customer satisfaction and 
payments, or the potential of such, boost employee morale and lead to higher 
levels of service productivity, job satisfaction and consequently engagement. On 
the other hand, although all employees are emotionally hurt by low and zero 
payments, only those who perceive PWYW as an unfair pricing system are also 
affected in regards to increased job insecurity and higher turnover intentions. 
Therefore, employees’ lack of perceived fairness of the PWYW system may be 
considered as an important restraint of engagement in such contexts. 

6.4. Managerial implications 
 
Αdopting a PWYW strategy in service settings comes with various challenges for 
management. The transition might not be successful in the long-term unless 
frontline employees have trust in the pricing system. The results indicate that 
employees with higher levels of perceived fairness of PWYW feel less insecure 
about their jobs, are more likely to stay with the organization for longer and show 
higher motivation in their role performance and support for the pricing system. 
Thus, management’s efforts should focus on caring for employees’ concerns and 
developing trust, as well as recruiting and retaining employees who – on top of 
being good sellers – show confidence in the PWYW system.  

Additionally, organizations should actively support frontline employees throughout 
the co-creation process. PWYW applications should not come without well-
developed training programs on customer satisfaction techniques and strategies to 
boost payments. The results demonstrate that, although they cannot really protect 
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themselves against low and zero payments, managers and employees can rely on 
such strategies to elicit payments. However, employees need to feel fairly 
compensated for their efforts regardless of how much customers pay, and 
confident that the PWYW system will not affect their ability to keep working for the 
same employer in the long-term. As suggested by Saks (2006), the more 
resources, benefits and security the organization provides, the more valued the 
employees will feel and empowered to show high levels of engagement and 
commitment to their employer. 

Based on PWYW being a relatively new pricing mechanism, the data suggest that 
many customers might still be unaware of how the system works in certain 
markets and what is expected of them or socially appropriate in monetary terms. 
Therefore, in regards to external communication, marketing efforts should focus on 
creating awareness about the PWYW system and setting price expectations for 
customers. For example, Kim et al. (2009, 2014) suggested that increasing 
customer knowledge of the company’s cost structures and providing an external 
reference price can respectively allow customers to make more fair price 
estimates and potentially increase payments. The study demonstrates that the 
same argument can be made in PWYW service settings where employees rather 
than the company absorb such costs and may be harmed by underpayments in 
terms of lower earnings.  

Moreover, managers and frontline employees can rely on the insights from prior 
research on PWYW applications to boost sales and maximize customer payments 
as well as to minimize low and zero payments. For example, Jung et al. (2014) 
showed that access to information in regards to the payments of others may 
influence a buyer’s own payment decisions while Kim et al. (2014) proposed that 
sellers should consider decreasing the social distance involved in the transaction 
and avoid anonymous payments. In line with these arguments, the analysis 
confirms that – in non-anonymous contexts – people often rely on the contributions 
of others to compensate for their own uncertainty, and prefer making collective 
decisions rather than individual payments, if possible. Therefore, organizations 
should consider easing customer uncertainty by allowing collective PWYW 
payments for services that can be packaged or shared by more than one 
individual.  

Finally, the results confirm the hypothesis of Kim et al. (2009, 2014) that PWYW 
can serve as a non-traditional sales promotion tool and especially to provide 
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cross-selling opportunities, allowing to stimulate demand for other products and 
services which are offered by the same seller at fixed prices. Although caution is 
required so the sales promotions are not perceived by customers as too 
aggressive or frontline employees do not feel overly pushed to meet such sales 
targets. The results indicate that employees who felt pressured to focus on cross-
selling rather than performing their core work tasks showed lower levels of 
engagement and satisfaction with management. 

6.4.1.  Free walking tours 

In regards to the management of free walking tours, the same implications may be 
relevant. Additionally, concerning the marketing fee paid by tour guides to tour 
operators, it is suggested to adjust how it is calculated rather than remove it 
completely, ensuring that both parties can be profitable and sustain the PWYW 
offer in the long-term.  

First, organizations should consider applying the fee as a percentage of the 
guides’ total earnings per tour instead of a fixed amount per tour participant. This 
will allow guides to share the risk of receiving low/zero payments with tour 
operators which, as the analysis confirms, is a particularly stressful and 
disengaging factor for guides using the current calculation formula. Secondly, it is 
recommended to apply conditions that better recognize the cost of living and the 
relative value of money in each country. If tourists tend to pay on average the 
same amount of tips regardless of where they are and organizations tend to 
deduct about the same fee per tourist across their network, then what is left might 
be sufficient for a tour guide based in a country with low living costs but not so in 
others. Therefore, the marketing fee should be inversely proportional to the 
national cost of living.  

Similarly, a reference price should be provided to tourists that takes into account 
the guide’s fees as well as their living costs. For example, a suggested tipping 
amount and the reference price breakdown could be displayed on the operator’s 
website or on leaflets distributed to tour participants, and the guide should be 
allowed to talk about their costs and make price suggestions during each tour. 
This is particularly important in destinations where tipping is non-standard or less 
expected by tourists in other service settings, such as restaurants. Based on the 
findings of similar studies, customers with a higher preference for fairness will be 
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willing to pay higher prices than to accept an unequal allocation of resources 
within such PWYW contexts (Kim et al., 2009; Schons et al., 2014). 

In case the guides are unable to secure customer payments otherwise, tour 
operators should also consider renaming the offer from “free” to “tip-based” 
walking tours or changing the pricing system from Pay-What-You-Want to Name-
Your-Own-Price (Kim et al., 2009), allowing them to set a minimum price as a 
means to avoid low/zero payments and cover marketing expenses. However, 
there are certain challenges that come with repositioning a product or service and 
need to be seriously considered, such as losing existing sales and the “free” brand 
value. Nevertheless, transparency and fairness in terms of how the system works 
and tips are distributed is important to guides and tourists alike, and can help the 
latter make better payment decisions.  

Furthermore, it is recommended to change the timing for collecting tips from the 
end to the middle of the tour. Based on the findings of Viglia et al. (2019), timing 
the customer’s payment after consumption can help resolve their uncertainty over 
the service outcome and further increase the price paid, which is also the 
commonly used strategy in free walking tours. However, the results indicate that 
there are tourists who take advantage of this arrangement and bail out just before 
the last stop of the tour to avoid payment while having enjoyed most of the 
experience. This is particularly damaging to the guides who, with the current 
calculation formula, have to pay a fixed fee per tourist based on the number of 
participants present at the beginning of each tour.  

Thus, building on the claims of Viglia et al. (2019), it is suggested that customers’ 
uncertainty can be dissolved and potentially replaced with satisfaction before the 
experience has been fully complete, and payments should be collected in the 
middle of the tour. Based on consumer psychology theories and the “sunk cost 
effect” (Arkes & Blumer, 1985) in particular, tourists will be more likely to invest 
their time and money to complete the tour as a result of their previous investment 
in time and effort to participate in the first half. Moreover, staying in the tour 
without paying or tipping poorly is also unlikely since participants may stress over 
being judged by other participants (Kim et al., 2009) and feel shame towards the 
seller (Kunter, 2015) for the rest of the tour. Therefore, it is expected that collecting 
tips in the middle of the tour could increase customer payments and minimize the 
number of people leaving the tour without tipping. 
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Finally, tour operators should address the controversial issues often surrounding 
free walking tours in the media. As Kim et al. (2014) and Kunter (2015) showed, 
customer satisfaction and perceived fairness depend on the social image and the 
reputation of the seller. Additionally, it is likely that the negative publicity in regards 
to the problematic employment practices used in the business and particularly the 
guides’ working conditions (Koerts, 2017) reflects badly not only on the experience 
of current employees but also on the management’s potential to attract quality 
candidates in the future. For example, organizations who wish to recruit and retain 
talented guides should offer more parity with the rest of the labour market – to the 
extent the freelance profession allows – by providing more benefits and security. 
Lastly, in regards to external marketing, signalling the operator’s social 
responsibility (e.g. promoting initiatives to support certain social causes) might 
attract positive attention in the media as well as trigger buyers who are driven by 
altruism to pay higher prices (Jung et al., 2014) and increase business revenues 
(Viglia et al., 2019). 

6.5. Limitations 
 
The study is subject to several limitations. Since a case study design was 
selected, research was limited to the context of free walking tours. Compared to 
other PWYW service settings, this case comes with unique challenges from a 
managerial and employee engagement point of view, which are not applicable 
across all contexts. More specifically, the employees examined were freelancers 
who rely on PWYW payments as their main source of income. This results in the 
generalizability of the findings being limited, especially in service settings where 
employees are permanent workers and a fixed salary is provided by the company. 
It is likely that the findings would have been different or other drivers and restraints 
of employee engagement would have arisen if a more standard case was studied. 

In regards to how the research was conducted, the limitations to data collection 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic certainly resulted in a missed opportunity for this 
study to generate an intensive, detailed examination of the research problem for 
which fully qualitative methods, such as unstructured in-depth interviews, would 
have been particularly insightful. Additionally, the data collection relied on a 
convenience and snowballing approach rather than a random sampling method. 
Thus, sampling bias was possible since not all members of the population stood 
the same chance of being selected by the researcher (Bryman, 2019), potentially 
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affecting the data collection and findings. This is also likely because of the sample 
size being small and not equally distributed among all European nationalities (ref. 
Appendix 2). On the positive side, the sample did not vary greatly from the 
population with respect to gender since the perfect balance between female and 
male respondents was achieved. Nevertheless, some caution is required in 
generalizing the findings to the larger population or other contexts.  

Finally, the collected qualitative data were analyzed manually, based on the 
researcher’s interpretations. Therefore, the analysis might have been influenced 
by her own values or biases (Bryman, 2019) and certain drivers or restraints of 
employee engagement might have been overlooked. Potentially, the findings could 
have been different if data were analyzed more successfully by another individual 
or if more time and resources were available to the researcher. 

6.6. Future research 
 
Since PWYW is a relatively new pricing mechanism and has rarely been 
approached from an employee perspective, several directions for further research 
can be identified. A more detailed analysis of the drivers and restraints of 
employee engagement would be worth studying in connection to different PWYW 
models. For example, service settings where employees are paid a fixed salary, or 
where customer payments are collected individually rather than multiple, collective 
contributions taking place simultaneously would be interesting to investigate. It is 
possible that the variability in customer payments in such PWYW contexts would 
affect engagement to a different extent.  

Additionally, for frequently-purchased services, customer loyalty and retention are 
not negligible influences on PWYW payment motivation (Kim et al., 2009; Stangl et 
al., 2016), therefore further research is needed on how repetitive interactions 
between customers and employees can potentially affect employee engagement 
compared to fixed-price systems. Based on the findings of similar studies in 
different contexts (Zablah et al., 2016), the “outside-in” impact of customer 
satisfaction on frontline employees’ job satisfaction could be even more likely in 
situations where future interactions between customer and frontline employee 
were anticipated. 

Future studies should also focus on employees’ willingness to use certain 
strategies (e.g. providing information on service costs) to boost customer 
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payments as well as the effectiveness of such service cues on customer 
payments. Furthermore, the analysis of intercultural differences in employee 
attitudes under PWYW could be further explored across a range of nationalities 
and variables, such as comparisons based on living costs, wages, and tipping 
cultures. Moreover, differences in employee attitudes among different age groups 
(e.g. millennials versus baby boomers), genders or personality traits (e.g. 
extraversion versus introversion) would be other promising extensions to the 
PWYW literature. Such contributions would be necessary to gain a complete 
understanding of employee attitudes in PWYW service settings on a global scale, 
and to fill in the research gap concerning the employee perspective on the subject. 

Finally, the researcher hopes that the findings of this study will have practical 
relevance for the management of free walking tours and stimulate further 
theoretical investigations on the case. Future research could extend the scope to 
more cross-cultural comparisons (e.g. Nordic versus Mediterranean countries) and 
take advantage of fully qualitative methods, such as unstructured interviewing and 
focus groups, to develop a more in-depth understanding of the case. Additionally, 
experimental studies would be particularly helpful for testing whether the 
researcher’s recommendations for management could be successful in driving 
employee engagement and improving the efficiency of the model. For example, 
experiments on whether changing the timing for customer payments from the end 
to the middle of the tour would affect the amount of tips collected, could generate 
useful insights for the management of free walking tours as well as other PWYW 
contexts. Finally, it could potentially be of interest to study the tour guides’ fairness 
perceptions of the PWYW system in more depth and examine how this 
engagement driver could be manipulated by management, such as through re-
evaluating the marketing fee calculation formula. 

Overall, compared to the number of PWYW studies on customer attitudes and 
managerial implications, as well as to the extensive HR literature on employee 
engagement and job burnout in other service settings, the opportunity to research 
employee attitudes and engagement under PWYW pricing systems has been far 
overlooked. This study will hopefully serve as an inspiration to future researchers 
who wish to investigate relevant topics in the PWYW spectrum and managers 
interested in implementing similar pricing strategies or business models. 
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7. Conclusion 

The main purpose of this study was to investigate how and why the application of 
Pay-What-You-Want (PWYW) pricing systems in service settings affects the 
engagement of frontline employees. The case of free walking tours provided a 
suitable context for qualitative and quantitative data to be collected through 
ethnographic research and online surveys, as well as for the research question 
and the sub-questions to be answered. 

In regards to the drivers and restraints of engagement in PWYW service settings, 
the study builds on Kahn’s (1990) theoretical framework concerning job, 
organizational and individual influences. Job characteristics such as taking 
pleasure in core work activities and having positive interactions with customers are 
particularly engaging for frontline employees and provide meaningfulness to the 
role performances. Additionally, organizational factors such as workplace flexibility 
drive engagement whereas lack of management support and fairness restrain 
engagement and safety perceptions. Individual characteristics may also be linked 
to moments of disengagement as employees’ availability to perform their duties is 
limited by their personal insecurities with the system. Moreover, the results 
suggest that employee engagement in PWYW contexts is dependent on socio-
cultural factors such as labour market characteristics and social norms. In that 
sense, a certain job might bring high social status and engagement in one culture 
but low social status and disengagement in another. 

Finally, the study demonstrates a correlation between customer payments and 
employee engagement in PWYW contexts. Higher levels of payments (or the 
potential of such) lead to increased employee service productivity, job satisfaction 
and work engagement. On the other hand, employee morale is hurt in case of low 
or zero payments which, when combined with lack of perceived fairness of the 
PWYW system, lead to increased job insecurity, higher turnover intentions and 
decreased engagement. Thus, management’s efforts should be focused on 
developing trust in the PWYW system and training employees on customer 
satisfaction techniques and strategies to maximize payments, as well as on 
creating awareness and price expectations for customers that will allow employees 
to feel fairly compensated for their efforts.  
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9. Appendices 

Appendix 1: Online survey questionnaire 
 

Introduction  
to the survey 

 

Filtering question  

If “No”, then: 
[followed by the end of 
the questionnaire] 

 

If “Yes”, then:  
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Demographic 
questions 
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Closed questions  



 
 84 

Closed questions 
(continue) 

 



 
 85 

Closed questions 
(continue) 
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Closed questions 
(continue) 

 

Open questions  
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Open questions 
(continue) 

 

Thank you note  
[followed by the end of 
the questionnaire] 
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Appendix 2: Composition of survey participants 
 

Age Participants Participants%  Country Participants Participants% 

18 to 24 4 9,52%  Denmark 10 23,8% 

25 to 34 31 73,81%  Germany 8 19,0% 

35 to 44 6 14,29%  Czech Republic 5 11,9% 

45 to 54 1 2,38%  Spain 3 7,1% 

SUM 42 100,00%  Slovakia 3 7,1% 

Gender Participants Participants%  Poland 2 4,8% 

Female 20 47,6%  Belgium 1 2,4% 

Male 20 47,6%  Bulgaria 1 2,4% 

Prefer not to say 2 4,8%  Greece 1 2,4% 

SUM 42 100,00%  Ireland 1 2,4% 

Years of employment  
as a free tour guide Participants Participants%  Italy 1 2,4% 

 Netherlands 1 2,4% 

Less than 1 year 8 19,05%  Portugal 1 2,4% 

1 year to less than 3 years 12 28,57%  Slovenia 1 2,4% 
3 years to less than 5 years 15 35,71%  UK 1 2,4% 

5 years or more 7 16,67%  Prefer not to say 2 4,8% 

 
Current 

occupational  
status 

Employed as a tour 
guide for free 
walking tours 

Employed as a tour 
guide for other 
types of tours 

Employed in 
another industry or 

sector 
Student 

Part-time 20 17 6 8 

 47,62% 40,48% 14,29% 19,05% 
Full-time 20 11 2 3 

 47,62% 26,19% 4,76% 7,14% 
Other/Not applicable 2 14 34 31 

 4,76% 33,33% 80,95% 73,81% 
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Appendix 3: Follow-up questionnaire 
 

Introduction  
to the follow-up 
questionnaire 

 

Introduction to  
open questions 

 

Open questions  
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Open questions 
(continue) 
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Open questions 
(continue) 

 

  

Thank you note  
[followed by the end of the 
questionnaire] 

 

 


