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10 small decisions that avoid huge surprise Albill s and make better pricing decisions

Al Product Launch Economics 101 for founders,
builders, and accelerator cohorts shipping Al features.
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HOW TO USE THIS FIELD GUIDE

Move fast. Measure the few things thateep fast
growth from becomingdevastatingspending

This is not a pricing textbook, a FinOps program, or a reason to slow dolaanch. It is a sequence of ten short
field checks. Each one should take minutes, not weeks.

Thecore concept cost per useful task

An Al product can make one call or fifty calls to do something useful. Customers do not buy calls or tokens; they
ask the product to finish a job. Start with the cost of that job, then work outward to scale, limits, optimization,
and pricing.

One field, one action

Read the question on the first page.

Do the fiveminute exercise on the second page.

Write down one number or decision before moving on.

Do not build infrastructure just because the guide mentions it. Build when the signal becomes real.
Repeat the exercises when your product, model mix, or customer behavior changes.

A useful test

=A =4 4 -4 -4

If you can answer all ten field questions with real numbers, you are in a much better position to open a free trial,
survive a launch spike, understand your margins, and decide when usadmsed pricing is actually needed.

The guide deliberately favors rough math over false precision. You can refine the model later.
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FIELD 01/ 10

Know the cost of one useful task

What did it cost to get one useful thing done?

A prototype often looks cheap because we stare at the cost of one model call. Real product behavior is
different: a task can include several model calls, tool calls, retries, embeddings, retrieval, vision, or an agent
loop.

The useful unit is the completed task: resolve a support question, review a document, research a candidate,
generate a report, reconcile an invoice, or whatever outcome the customer came for.

For now, count direct variable Al cost only. Do not bury the signal under salaries, cloud overhead, or a full
accounting model.

FIELD RULE
Cost per task = every variable Al cost required to complete one useful customer outcome.
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FIELD 01 /10 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Trace one real task

1. Pick one task a customer actually performs.

2. Trace it from the first request to the useful result.

3. Add the cost of every model/tool/retry step inside that task.
4. Repeat it 510 times with realistic inputs.

5. Write down the typical cost per completed task.

Task:

Typical cost per completed task: $

Calls/steps inside the task:

Before you move on: you can name one task and state its approximate variable Al cost without opening a provider

dashboard.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET

[ ] Measure the whole task end to end. Build a chargeback system.

[ T Include retries and failed attempts that are part of Allocate salaries or fixed cloud costs.

normal behavior. Optimize every call before you know which tasks matter.

[ 1 Use productiorlike inputs.

FIELD NOTES

9 If the task sometimes fails, decide whether your cost number is cost per attempt or cost per successful task. The latter is
often more commercially useful.
9 If provider pricing changes, update the cost model. The workflow itself is the durable unit.
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FIELD 02/ 10

Model the cost of success
What happens if your launch works?

Founders usually model failure risk. Al products also need a successsk model: what happens if usage arrives

much faster than expected?

Once you know cost per task, the rough exposure model is simple. Multiply by the number of tasks each
customer might perform and the number of customers who might arrive.

Run both a steadystate month and a launchday spike. A launch spike can create a creditard problem before

you have enough data to build a perfect forecast.

FIELD RULE
Exposure = cost per task x tasks per customer x active customers.

Model 10x and 100x before you need them.
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Do the 10x math before Product Hunt, a cohort launch, asffering the free tier.
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FIELD 02/ 10- PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Run three success scenarios

1. Use the cost per task from Field 01.

2. Estimate tasks per active customer per day (or per month).

3. Calculate 10, 100, 1,000, and 10,000 activeustomer scenarios.
4. Add one "launch day" scenario with heavier usage.

5. Circle the first scenario that would make you uncomfortable.
10 users: $ 100 users: $

1,000 users: $ 10,000 users: $

Launch-day exposure | can tolerate: $

Before you move on: you know the scale at which success becomes financially uncomfortable.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET
[ ] Use rough numbers and update them weekly during Build a sophisticated forecasting service.
launch. Predict exact conversion before you have users.

[ ] Set a global emergency budget with your provider or  Assume provider rate limits are a financial control.

product.

[ 1 Make success exposure visible to the person holding

the card.

FIELD NOTES

I A scenario model is not a forecast. It is a decision aid.
9 Ifthe 1,00Guser scenario looks scary, that is useful information before you remove the waitlist.
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FIELD 03/ 10

Budget the free tier
How much Al can you afford to give away?

Traditional SaaS free tiers often have neazero marginal cost. Al changes that. Every generous workflow, long
conversation, research job, or agent task can create real spend before a user ever pays you.

Work backward from a dollar budget per free user or trial account. Divide that budget by cost per task. That
gives you a starting allowance customers can understand.

You do not need perfect pricing yet. You do need to know the maximum exposure you are intentionally
accepting.

FIELD RULE
Free allowance = budget per free user divided by cost per task. Add a hard cap so the upper bound is real.
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[* FREE IS A PRODUCT CHOICE, NOT A BENCHMARK THAT HAS A MARGINAL COST. J

Free is a product choice; the Al underneath still has a marginal cost.
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FIELD 03/ 10 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Turn generosity into a budget

1. Choose the maximum Al spend you are comfortable giving one free user.

2. Divide it by your typical cost per task.

3. Round down to a simple allowance customers can understand.

4. Decide what happens when the allowance is exhausted.

5. Check the total exposure if every launciday user consumes the full allowance.

Free-user Al budget: $

Cost per task: $

Starting free allowance: tasks

Before you move on: you can explain exactly how much exposure one free account is allowed to create.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET
[ 1 Make the limit visible before users hit it. Invent five pricing tiers.
[ ] Allow a small grace path if the experience would Optimize around average consumption only.
otherwise break suddenly. Offer unlimited Al because competitors use the word
[ ] Track free consumption separately from paid "unlimited."
consumption.

FIELD NOTES

I The allowance can be generous and still be bounded.

T If customers value a task highly, a small free allowance can be more compelling than a large allowance of lealue
calls.
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FIELD 04 /10

Find the heavy tall

Who is your expensive 5%7?

Al usage is rarely distributed evenly. One user may ask two questions; another may upload huge documents,
run twenty agent tasks, or keep a conversation alive for hours.

The mean can look harmless while the 95th or 99th percentile customer consumes many times more than
everyone else. That tail is where free tiers, fixegrice plans, and margin assumptions often break first.

If you do not have enough real usage yet, simulate a small group of power users at 5x, 10x, and 20x normal
behavior.

FIELD RULE

Know the middle and the tail: typical customer cost plus P95/P99 exposure, or a power -user scenario until
real data exists. Average usage can hide expensive customers.
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MOST CUSTOMERS HEAVY TAIL
Small, predictable usage. A small number of users
They are not the risk. can consume 5x, 10x, or 20x

more than normal.

[# AVERAGES HIDE THE USERS WHO CAN MAKE THE UNIT ECONOMICS FLIP. ]
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FIELD 04 / 16 PUT IT TO WORK

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Stress the tall

1. Rank customers or test users by total task cost.

2. Record the median, P95, and maximum customer cost for the period.

3. If you have little data, model 5% of users doing 10x normal task volume.

4. Check whether the free or paid plan still makes sense for that user.

5. Decide whether the tail needs a limit, a different model path, or a different commercial plan.

Typical customer cost: $

P95 / power-user scenario: $

Maximum exposure | will tolerate per account: $

Before you move on: you can identify what a high-usage customer costs and why.

DO NOW / NOT YET

DO NOW NOT YET

[ ] Look at customerlevel totals, not only modetlevel Design pricing solely around the outlier.

totals. Assume the heaviest user is abuse.

[ ] Inspect the workflows that drive tail behavior. Use a global average to set every account limit.

[ 1 Keep power users valuable; do not automatically punish

them.

FIELD NOTES

T A power user can be your best customer if you have a plan that matches the value they receive.
9 Tail analysis is often where a usagbased add-on or included allowance becomes obvious.
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FIELD 05/ 10

Install the fuse

What happens before spend becomes a surprise?

A spending limit is not one switch. Good guardrails become progressively firmer: warn, throttle, downgrade,
require approval, or stop. The right sequence depends on how critical the workflow is.

Use more than one level. A task can have a maximum cost or number of steps; a user can have a daily budget;
an account can have a monthly allowance; the whole product can have an emergency ceiling.

The point is not to make the product stingy. The point is to make the worst case bounded and the customer
experience intentional.

FIELD RULE

Every variable-cost Al workflow needs an explicit worst -case budget and a graceful behavior when the
budget is reached.
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