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USAGETAP FIELD GUIDE 01 

The Startup AI Product Launch 
Field Guide - “Survive the Launch” 
10 small decisions that avoid huge surprise AI bills and make better pricing decisions 
 
AI Product Launch Economics 101 for founders, 
builders, and accelerator cohorts shipping AI features. 
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HOW TO USE THIS FIELD GUIDE 

Move fast. Measure the few things that keep fast 

growth from becoming devastating spending. 
This is not a pricing textbook, a FinOps program, or a reason to slow down launch. It is a sequence of ten short 
field checks. Each one should take minutes, not weeks. 

The core concept: cost per useful task 

An AI 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 five-minute 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 

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 usage-based 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 AI cost only. Do not bury the signal under salaries, cloud overhead, or a full 
accounting model. 

 

FIELD RULE 
Cost per task = every variable AI 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 5-10 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 AI cost without opening a provider 

dashboard. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Measure the whole task end to end. 

[  ] Include retries and failed attempts that are part of 

normal behavior. 

[  ] Use production-like inputs. 

NOT YET 

Build a chargeback system. 

Allocate salaries or fixed cloud costs. 

Optimize every call before you know which tasks matter. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• 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. 

• If provider pricing changes, update the cost model. The workflow itself is the durable unit. 

  



UsageTap Field Guide 01 | AI Product Launch Economics 

FIELD 02 / 10 

Model the cost of success 

What happens if your launch works? 
Founders usually model failure risk. AI products also need a success-risk 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 steady-state month and a launch-day spike. A launch spike can create a credit-card 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. 

 

Do the 10x math before Product Hunt, a cohort launch, or offering 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 active-customer 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 I can tolerate: $________________ 

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

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Use rough numbers and update them weekly during 

launch. 

[  ] Set a global emergency budget with your provider or 

product. 

[  ] Make success exposure visible to the person holding 

the card. 

NOT YET 

Build a sophisticated forecasting service. 

Predict exact conversion before you have users. 

Assume provider rate limits are a financial control. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• A scenario model is not a forecast. It is a decision aid. 
• If the 1,000-user 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 AI can you afford to give away? 
Traditional SaaS free tiers often have near-zero marginal cost. AI 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. 

 

 

 

Free is a product choice; the AI 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 AI 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 launch-day user consumes the full allowance. 

Free-user AI 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 

[  ] Make the limit visible before users hit it. 

[  ] Allow a small grace path if the experience would 

otherwise break suddenly. 

[  ] Track free consumption separately from paid 

consumption. 

NOT YET 

Invent five pricing tiers. 

Optimize around average consumption only. 

Offer unlimited AI because competitors use the word 

"unlimited." 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• The allowance can be generous and still be bounded. 
• If customers value a task highly, a small free allowance can be more compelling than a large allowance of low-value 

calls. 
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FIELD 04 / 10 

Find the heavy tail 

Who is your expensive 5%?  
AI 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, fixed-price 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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FIELD 04 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Stress the tail 

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 I 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 

[  ] Look at customer-level totals, not only model-level 

totals. 

[  ] Inspect the workflows that drive tail behavior. 

[  ] Keep power users valuable; do not automatically punish 

them. 

NOT YET 

Design pricing solely around the outlier. 

Assume the heaviest user is abuse. 

Use a global average to set every account limit. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• A power user can be your best customer if you have a plan that matches the value they receive. 
• Tail analysis is often where a usage-based 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 AI workflow needs an explicit worst-case budget and a graceful behavior when the 
budget is reached. 
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FIELD 05 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Write the guardrail ladder 

1. Choose one expensive task and define a maximum spend or step count. 

2. Choose a customer/account budget for the billing period. 

3. Write what happens at warning, throttle/downgrade, and stop points. 

4. Add one global emergency ceiling for the product. 

5. Test the exhausted-budget experience once before launch. 

Task budget: $________ / ________ steps 

Account budget: $________________ per period 

Global emergency ceiling: $________________ 

Before you move on: you can describe the exact product behavior when a task, account, or global budget is 

exhausted. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Make limit exhaustion visible and explainable. 

[  ] Prefer graceful degradation where possible. 

[  ] Test failure paths, not just happy paths. 

NOT YET 

Create a complex policy engine. 

Hide the limit until a customer hits it. 

Rely on a human noticing a provider invoice. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• Examples of graceful degradation: use a cheaper model, shorten context, pause an agent, require confirmation, or queue 
work for later. 

• A hard stop can be appropriate for a free trial even when it is unacceptable for a paid production workflow. 
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FIELD 06 / 10 

Attribute usage to customers and tasks 

Can you tell who caused the spend and what they were 
doing? 
Provider dashboards are useful for the total bill, but product decisions need customer and feature context. A 
spike means something different when it came from one trial user, a new enterprise account, or an internal 
background job. 

Attach a small set of identifiers to each usage event: customer/account, feature or task type, provider/model, 
and cost. Add user-level data only when it is useful and appropriate. 

You do not need to store prompt content to get useful attribution. Metadata alone can answer many 
commercial questions. 

 

FIELD RULE 
Every AI cost event should be attributable to an account and a useful product task. 
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FIELD 06 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Create the minimum usage record 

1. List the identifiers you already have for account/customer and feature/task. 

2. Record them alongside each AI call or aggregate task. 

3. Capture model/provider, tokens or usage units, cost, timestamp, and outcome. 

4. Run one report grouped by customer and one grouped by task type. 

5. Confirm you can explain yesterday's top three cost drivers. 

Customer/account key: _______________________________ 

Task/feature key: ___________________________________ 

Top cost-driving task this week: _____________________ 

Before you move on: you can answer "which customer, which task, how much?" for any meaningful spend spike. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Start with metadata you already have. 

[  ] Keep a stable task name even if implementation 

changes. 

[  ] Separate internal/test traffic from customer traffic. 

NOT YET 

Store every prompt "just in case." 

Build a warehouse before a simple event log works. 

Use model name as a substitute for product feature 

attribution. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• If you later change providers, task-level attribution survives. Provider-only attribution does not. 
• Good attribution is also the foundation for customer usage limits, support conversations, and usage-based billing. 
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FIELD 07 / 10 

Audit the context before the model 

How much are you sending that the task does not 
need? 
A working prompt is easy to keep extending. Over time, stable instructions are repeated, conversation history 
grows, retrieval returns too much, structured data arrives in verbose formats, and tool results are replayed in 
full. 

Audit the context as layers. For each layer ask: does the task need this every time? Can it be cached, 
summarized, compacted, fetched later, filtered, or removed? 

Change one layer at a time and compare task quality. The goal is not the smallest prompt. The goal is the 
smallest context that preserves the outcome you need. 

 

FIELD RULE 
Optimize context by necessity, not by word count. Remove or compact one unnecessary layer, then verify 
the task still works. 

 

Input tokens often grow quietly as products accumulate instructions, history, retrieval, and tool output. 
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FIELD 07 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Run a one-task context audit 

1. Take one representative task and list every context layer sent to the model. 

2. Estimate the tokens or size contributed by each layer. 

3. Mark each layer: keep, cache, summarize, compact, fetch less, or remove. 

4. Change the safest high-volume layer first. 

5. Run the same representative task and compare output quality and cost. 

Largest context layer: _______________________________ 

First safe change: ___________________________________ 

Before / after task cost: $________ / $________ 

Before you move on: you have removed or compacted one meaningful context layer and verified the task outcome. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Protect IDs, numbers, constraints, code, and other 

content that must not change. 

[  ] Preserve stable prompt prefixes when provider caching 

benefits from them. 

[  ] Measure before/after at the task level. 

NOT YET 

Rewrite the whole prompt at once. 

Assume every token is equally disposable. 

Use lossy compression without an evaluation path. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• Structured data, HTML, long transcripts, retrieved documents, and tool results often deserve different treatment. 
• A prompt audit can reduce cost and latency while also making behavior easier to reason about. 
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FIELD 08 / 10 

Right-size the model 

Are you using a premium model for a task a smaller 
model can do? 
The cheapest model is not automatically the right model. The largest model is not automatically the safest. 
Start with the quality bar required by one task and test candidates against that bar. 

Use a small representative evaluation set, including edge cases that matter. Choose the least expensive model 
that reliably clears the threshold. Keep an escalation path for hard cases instead of sending every request to the 
strongest model. 

Re-test when models or pricing change. The best choice today may not be the best choice next quarter. 

 

FIELD RULE 
Choose models per task: define the quality threshold first, then pay for the least expensive model that 
meets it. 
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FIELD 08 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Benchmark one task 

1. Collect 10-30 representative examples of one task. 

2. Define what "good enough" means before comparing models. 

3. Run at least one lower-cost model and your current model. 

4. Compare quality, task cost, latency, and failure pattern. 

5. Decide whether to default lower and escalate only when needed. 

Quality bar: _________________________________________ 

Lowest-cost passing model: ____________________________ 

Task cost before / after: $________ / $________ 

Before you move on: you can explain why the current model is worth its cost for this specific task. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Evaluate on real task examples. 

[  ] Include difficult examples, not only easy demos. 

[  ] Keep a fallback/escalation route for uncertain cases. 

NOT YET 

Route purely on model benchmark scores. 

Switch every task at once. 

Use a bigger model to compensate for unnecessary 

context. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• A routing decision is easier to defend when it is tied to a task and a quality threshold. 
• Also check batching, prompt caching, reasoning settings, and output length where providers support them. 

  



UsageTap Field Guide 01 | AI Product Launch Economics 

FIELD 09 / 10 

Budget the agent, not the call 

How expensive can one agent task become when 
something goes wrong? 
A single model call has a visible price. An agent has behavior: it plans, acts, observes, retries, and sometimes 
loops. Tool failures, ambiguous goals, and poor stopping conditions can turn a cheap request into dozens of 
calls. 

Put budgets around the whole task: maximum steps, tool calls, retries, tokens, dollars, and wall-clock time. 
Detect repeated states or repeated tool calls when you can. 

The product should decide what happens when the agent runs out of budget: return partial work, ask the user, 
switch strategy, or stop. 

 

FIELD RULE 

Every agent task needs a task-level fuse. A per-call limit is not enough when the number of calls is 
dynamic. 

 

Agents make cost per task more important because one user action can trigger an unknown number of model and 
tool steps.  
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FIELD 09 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Find the agent worst case 

1. Choose one agent workflow and record the typical number of steps. 

2. Force one tool failure or ambiguous input and watch the retry behavior. 

3. Set maximum steps/retries and a dollar budget for the whole task. 

4. Define the user-visible behavior when the budget is exhausted. 

5. Log one reason code for stopped or over-budget tasks. 

Typical agent steps: ________    max steps: ________ 

Maximum task spend: $________________ 

On budget exhaustion, the product will: ______________ 

Before you move on: you have a tested maximum cost and stopping behavior for one agent workflow. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Budget dollars and steps. 

[  ] Test tool-failure and retry paths. 

[  ] Treat repeated loops as a product quality signal, not 

only a cost signal. 

NOT YET 

Assume the model will stop itself. 

Cap only tokens per individual call. 

Hide agent failure behind infinite retries. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• Agent budgets improve reliability as well as cost control. 
• If an agent regularly hits the task fuse, fix the workflow before simply raising the budget. 
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FIELD 10 / 10 

Set pricing triggers, not perfect pricing 

When will you know it is time to change how you 
charge? 
Early teams often have two bad options in mind: ignore AI economics until later, or design an elaborate usage-
pricing system before they understand behavior. There is a middle path. 

Meter technical usage now, but revisit your pricing model when a clear trigger appears: free users create 
material exposure, heavy users have different economics, task value is measurable, or AI variable cost starts 
eroding the margin you want. 

When you do price usage, prefer a unit the customer understands - tasks, documents, resolutions, credits, 
minutes, or an included allowance - while metering the technical units underneath. 

 

FIELD RULE 
Write down the event that will force a pricing review. Measure now; commercialize when the signal 
becomes real. 

 

You do not need perfect consumption pricing on day one. You need the evidence that tells you when pricing must 
evolve. 

  



UsageTap Field Guide 01 | AI Product Launch Economics 

FIELD 10 / 10 - PUT IT TO WORK 

 

5-MINUTE FIELD EXERCISE: Write your pricing review trigger 

1. List the customer-facing unit that best represents value today. 

2. List the technical units you need to meter underneath it. 

3. Choose 2-3 signals that would trigger a pricing review. 

4. Pick a date or customer-count milestone to review the data anyway. 

5. Write the simplest likely next model: included allowance, credits, per task, tiered access, or hybrid. 

Customer-facing value unit: __________________________ 

Pricing review trigger: _______________________________ 

Review date / milestone: ______________________________ 

Before you move on: you know what evidence will cause you to revisit pricing and what the simplest next model 

might be. 

 

DO NOW / NOT YET 

DO NOW 

[  ] Meter before you monetize. 

[  ] Use included usage when it keeps buying simple. 

[  ] Explain limits in the product, not only in legal/pricing 

copy. 

NOT YET 

Create a rate card for every token type. 

Copy a competitor's pricing without your own usage data. 

Wait for a margin crisis before reviewing the model. 

 

FIELD NOTES 

• A fixed-price plan can still work if usage is bounded and margins remain healthy. 
• Hybrid models - subscription plus included usage plus overage - are often easier for customers than raw pass-through 

token pricing. 
• The commercial unit should match perceived value; the metering unit should match cost and control. 
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FIELD CHECK / 10 

Your AI launch economics readiness card 
This is not a compliance score. It is a quick check that the basic economics and guardrails are visible before 
usage grows. 

[  ] 1. I know the approximate cost of one useful customer task. 

[  ] 2. I have modeled 10x and 100x adoption exposure. 

[  ] 3. My free tier or trial has an intentional dollar budget and hard upper bound. 

[  ] 4. I know what a heavy user could cost, not just the average user. 

[  ] 5. Task, account, and global guardrails have defined behaviors. 

[  ] 6. Usage can be attributed to a customer/account and task/feature. 

[  ] 7. I have audited at least one high-volume context path for unnecessary input. 

[  ] 8. I have tested whether a lower-cost model can meet the task quality bar. 

[  ] 9. Agent workflows have max steps/cost/time and a tested stop behavior. 

[  ] 10. I have written down the triggers that will cause a pricing review. 

 

A simple next 30 days 

When Focus Outcome 
Week 1 Measure Cost per task, success exposure, 

customer/task attribution. 

Week 2 Bound Free-tier budget, tail scenario, 

guardrails, agent fuse. 

Week 3 Improve Context audit, model benchmark, 

retest task cost. 

Week 4 Decide Review usage patterns and write the 

pricing trigger. 

The goal is not to become a finance team. It is to keep 
product speed while making exposure deliberate. 
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A NOTE FROM USAGETAP 

Use the guide even if you never use our product. 
This field guide is meant to be useful on its own. You can do every exercise with provider dashboards, logs, a 
spreadsheet, and a few product decisions. 

UsageTap exists because the manual version becomes harder as customers and AI workflows multiply. It is 
built to help teams optimize unnecessary context, meter usage by customer and task, forecast exposure, 
enforce limits, and connect usage to commercial plans. 

The operating idea is simple: 

• Optimize waste before it becomes spend. 
• Meter consumption where the product understands the customer and task. 
• Forecast exposure before a launch or overage becomes a surprise. 
• Monetize usage only when the value and economics justify it. 

Field Guide 01 is designed for startups and accelerator cohorts. A companion guide for established SaaS companies 
adding AI features should use the same field-manual format, but focus on changing unit economics, margin 

exposure, pricing transitions, governance, and real-world case studies. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

See UsageTap.com for more information 


