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NEW YORK — Online shopping has become 
as volatile as stock market trading. Wild, minute-
by-minute price swings on clothes, TVs and more 
have made it diicult for Christmas shoppers to 
“buy low.”

A growing number of retailers are using soft-
ware that changes online prices based on de-
mand, competition, inventory and other factors. 
The main goal is to undercut rivals when neces-
sary and raise prices when demand is high and 
there’s no competitive pressure.

But the new online tools can change the price 
on a single item — say, a sweater — dozens of 
times throughout the day. 

That can leave shoppers confused about when 
they can get the best deal.

Take Aishia Senior, who recently watched the 
price on a coat she wanted rise and fall several 
times between $110 and $139 in a span of six 
hours on Amazon.com. She was so frustrated by 
the price luctuations that she ended up not buy-
ing the coat on the site at all.

“It’s deinitely annoying,” said Senior, who 
lives in New Haven, Connecticut. “What exactly 
is making it go up and down?”

The rapidly changing prices come as retailers 
struggle to achieve conlicting goals this Christ-
mas season. They want to appease deal-hungry 
shoppers with the ever-lower prices they’ve 
come to expect since the recession. But they also 
want to protect their bottom line, which is dif-
icult to do because lower prices cut into proits.

Retailers used to check prices of their rivals’ 
websites and then manually change the prices 
online. But that was a tedious task, and many 
stores made price changes only once per day.

The idea of minute-by-minute monitoring of 
online prices started with Amazon, which for 
years has used its own software to do so. Scott 
Stanzel, an Amazon spokesman, said: “We have a 
cost structure that allows us to adjust our pricing 
quickly.”

After years of losing customers to Amazon be-
cause of its ability to ofer deep discounts, Wal-
Mart and others have started following the online 
retailer’s lead. Eric Best, CEO of Mercent Corp., a 
software company that changes prices on 2 mil-
lion products every hour, said the majority of his 
clients that include Oice Depot, Guess and HSN 
Inc. make minute-by-minute pricing changes.

For instance, on a recent Monday, the price 
of Beats Studio headphones luctuated between 
$269.95 and $199.95 with four price drops and 
ive price increases on Amazon.com. Likewise, 
the price of a Meyer’s 15-Piece Cookware Set 
went between $138.95 and $80.99 with three 
price drops and three price increases, according 
to Mercent.

Best said prices during this holiday season 
were more volatile than usual because retailers 
were focused on preserving margins during a pe-
riod in which they can earn an average of about 
30 percent. The result, he said, is that prices on a 
dress can change several times in an hour. “All of 

Online prices
changing 
constantly

 • The cost of an item can rise and 
fall dozens of times per day.

Eric Soriano listens to music with a pair of Beats 
headphones at a Best Buy store in Orlando, Fla. 
While prices for the headphones at a store may be 
stable, prices at online retailers such as Amazon can 
luctuate nearly $70 in one day. JOHN RAOUX/AP file

TuLSA’S ECONOMY 
NEVER really got out of 
low gear in 2014, but it also 

didn’t slip into neutral or reverse 
and start rolling back down the 
hill.

Overall, slow and steady were 
the key words for the year. For 
those associated with the energy 
industry, though, 2014 began at 
a faster pace and then ran of the 
road.

Indeed, the biggest surprise 
of the year was the oil slick that 
developed as petroleum com-
panies made the turn into the 

fourth quarter. A moderate drop 
in crude prices created a sizable 
market crash.

The trend gave drivers their 
irst sub-$2-a-gallon gasoline in 
four years. But it also put jobs 

around the city at risk as compa-
nies re-evaluated drilling plans.

Apart from the energy situa-
tion, the year was a mixed bag 
economically.

Some of the biggest job an-
nouncements will take a while to 
come to fruition.

The huge new Macy’s distribu-
tion center, for example, eventu-
ally will employ 2,500 full-time 
and seasonal workers when it is 
fully operational by 2016. Next 
year, though, about 1,250 to 1,500 

Gas prices are down at the Phillips 66 convenience store near 
51st Street and Yale Avenue on Dec. 16.  

CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World

Inlatable logos are seen during the groundbreaking ceremony 
for the new Macy’s distribution center near Owasso in April.  

CORY YOUNG/Tulsa World

Howard Golightly (left) and Lindell Porter look over renderings 
on Dec. 5 for an upscale outlet mall Simon Property Group is plan-
ning in west Tulsa. STEPHEN PINGRY/Tulsa World

Construction began on the $335 million Margaritaville expansion 
at RiverSpirit Casino this year.  COREY JONES/Tulsa World

Tulsa Mayor Dewey Bartlett (left), City Councilor Phil Lakin and Costco repre-
sentative Steve McArthur announce on April 28 that a Costco store will be built at 
103rd Street and Memorial Drive. STEPHEN PINGRY/Tulsa World S

Top 10 business stories of 2014
1. The good and bad of falling gasoline 
prices

2. Macy’s announces fulfillment center
3. War of the Malls
4. Hilti moving headquarters from Tulsa 
to Dallas
5. Spirit finally finds a buyer for Tulsa line 
but may stay after all
6. Hertz cutting ties to Tulsa
7. Local companies experience CEO 
changeovers
8. American Airlines changes in first year 
of its merger
9. Costco, other retail companies say 
they’re coming to Tulsa
10. Ground broken at Margaritaville and 
other casino news
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WEEK IN REVIEW
 » A LOOK BACK AT THE WEEK’S TOP STORIES

American CEO, union 
to meet, discuss wages

The Association of Profession-
al Flight Attendants announced 
Monday that American Airlines 
CEO Doug Parker has agreed to 
meet with union leaders later 
this week to discuss the possibil-
ity of restoring wages beyond 
the group’s arbitrated award.

A seven-member arbitra-
tion panel had earlier issued its 
decision on terms of the joint 
bargaining agreement between 
American Airlines Group and 
the Association of Professional 
Flight Attendants, the union that 
represents more than 24,000 
active light attendants at the 
airline.

Arbitration began two weeks 
ago after the union’s member-
ship failed to ratify the tentative 
agreement that Association of 
Professional Flight Attendants 
leadership struck with American 
Airlines in December.

The value of the joint collec-
tive bargaining agreement is 
on average $112 million a year 
above the current aggregate 
value of the legacy American 
Airlines and US Airways light 
attendants’ contracts.

The value of the tentative 
agreement that was rejected 
would have been on average 
$193 million a year above the 
value of the combined legacy 
contracts.

— CASEY SMITH, World Business Writer

Low gasoline prices will 
mean more holiday travel

Record numbers will be travel-
ing during the Christmas and 
New Year’s holidays this year, 
AAA predicted in estimates 
released Tuesday.

Nationwide some 98.6 million 
people, 893,000 of which are 
Oklahomans, are expected to 
travel 50 miles or more be-
tween Tuesday and Jan. 4, AAA 
reports. Estimates mark the 
highest travel volume on record 
for the holiday period and the 
highest travel forecast growth 
rate for the year-end holidays 
since 2009.

The low cost of gasoline 
helped boost those estimates, 
said Chuck Mai, spokesman for 
AAA Oklahoma.

The U.S. average cost of gaso-
line has fallen for 82 consecutive 
days, and in the Tulsa area, Quik-
Trip slashed its prices about 20 
cents down to $1.99 per gallon 
early Tuesday morning.

Christmas and New Year’s 
falling on Thursdays this year 
also contribute to the estimates 
for record travel, Mai said. The 
calendar makes this season’s 
holiday travel period one day 
longer than last year’s, ofering 
more options for departures and 
return trips.

AAA predicts 893,000 
Oklahomans will take to the 
roads and air during the upcom-
ing Christmas and New Year’s 
holiday period. That estimate is 
up 3.6 percent over the number 
in the Sooner State who traveled 
for the year-end holidays last 
year.

— CASEY SMITH, World Business Writer

Sims barbecue celebrates 
10 years, 44 outlets

University of Oklahoma run-
ning back and 1978 Heisman 
trophy winner Billy Sims and 
business partner Jef Jackson 
started small with just a single 
barbecue restaurant in Tulsa’s 
The Farm shopping center in 
2004.

Ten years later, the Billy Sims 
BBQ chain has grown to 44 
locations with the addition of 

an Ardmore location at 322 N. 
Commerce St.

Jackson said Sims, the former 
University of Oklahoma and 
Detroit Lions standout, still can’t 
believe the success.

“Each year, it gets bigger and 
bigger, and at our annual meet-
ings Billy leans over to me and 
says ‘I never would have guessed 
this,’” he said.

Though the restaurant chain 
is celebrating its irst decade, 
Jackson said the 11th year will be 
the one it shifts into high gear. 
Jackson and Sims plan to spread 
the word to potential franchisees 
they’re looking to grow, and the 
goal is to add 20 to 30 new Billy 
Sims BBQ restaurants each year.

The fast-casual barbecue 
chain started modest, as the 
single location grew to just six 
by 2009. But at that point, Sims 
and Jackson decided to start 
franchising the restaurants, and 
the chain blossomed.

— ROBERT EVATT, World Business Writer

Top Tulsa-area Google 
search: Robin Williams

Google shared ive top-10 
search lists for the Tulsa area 
last week and analyzed spikes in 
search traic and matched them 
with IP addresses to make an 
educated guess about location.

The top search for Tulsa? 
Robin Williams. The beloved 
comedian and actor died earlier 
this year.

The No. 2 spot, not surprising-
ly, went to Ebola. Not only was 
the outbreak big news, but also 
the irst U.S. case happened in 
nearby Dallas, which caused no 
end to gallows humor for those 
who visited there.

The World Cup was No. 3. 
Things that Tulsans didn’t ind 

interesting enough to crack the 
general top 10 included Malaysia 
Airlines, Ferguson, Ukraine, the 
ALS Ice Bucket Challenge and 
“Frozen.”

— ROBERT EVATT, World Business Writer

Peggy Henry, owner of Sideways Brookside Boutique near 35th 
place and Peoria in Tulsa, plans to close the shop in January after 
20 years in business.   JOHN CLANTON/Tulsa World

The week in numbers

108 Years of exis-
tence of Bixby-

based Citizens Security 
Bank, which announced 
last week it would change 
its name to Mabrey Bank 
in March. The bank has 
been in the Mabrey family 
since it first opened in 
1906.

2.3 Price tag, in mil-
lions, of the Rid-

geview Apartments, 717 
S. 101st East Ave., paid for 
by Pierce Capital Group of 
Utah. Pierce Capital also 
owns The Landing Apart-
ments nearby.

53.4 Percent of 
Oklahoma 

accountants who be-
lieve the state’s business 
climate will improve in 
2015 in the 2015 Okla-
homa Economic Outlook 
Poll from the Oklahoma 
Society of CPAs.

Quotable
“You think about all the 
restaurants around. Who 
is Bob Evans? Who is Tony 
Roma? Who is Dickey? It 
doesn’t matter that people 
don’t know them.”

— Jef Jackson, business 
partner of OU football 

great Billy Sims, on their 
plan to expand the Billy 

Sims Barbecue chain na-
tionwide to areas where 

Sims’ football career is 
lesser known.

Every industry has its 
Achilles heel. For the 
oil and gas industry, 

it’s called severe service.
The exact deinition of 

severe service varies, but the 
bottom line is that precision 
equipment out in the ield — 
especially control valves — 
takes a whale of a beating.

Fluid cavitation, erosion, 
and vibration are just some 
of the destructive factors 
that make frequent valve 
maintenance and replace-
ment a signiicant cost for 
well owners and operators.

“When a well goes down, 
the meter runs negative,” 
said Mark Lobo, founder and 
managing director of Valve 
Systems International in 
Tulsa.

Lobo, a career engineer of 
industrial products including 
25 years with control valve 
manufacturers, understands 
valve technology. He under-
stands severe service condi-

tions and customers’ pain.
He also understands the 

mantra of all successful 
entrepreneurs: identify a big 
problem in a healthy indus-
try and create a solution that 
potential customers will buy.

Lobo has invented a more 
reliable severe service con-
trol valve. His proprietary 
design simpliies the liquid’s 
low path through the valve, 
creating greater reliability. 
He has applied for a patent, 
used i2E venture advisory 
services to build a company 
around his concept and 
presented his work at the 
2014 Oklahoma Engineering 
Conference and a Oklahoma 

Venture Forum meeting.
Lobo’s industry knowl-

edge and contacts, his tech-
nical solution and his clear 
value proposition for the 
energy industry make Valve 
Systems International a very 
interesting deal. Control 
valves are a half-billion dol-
lar industry in the U.S. alone.

Plus, there’s something 
more. Lobo, like other vision-
ary Oklahoma innovators, 
is using new technologies 
created by others to achieve 
commercialization mile-
stones at a lower cost, and 
thereby reduce startup risk.

Lobo also engaged the 
OSU Inventors Assistance 
Service to independently 
evaluate his design concept. 
His next step is to build 
valves for ield test, employ-
ing 3-D printing methods to 
produce castings of critical 
parts. Customers have lined 
up to validate performance 
and reliability that promises 

to exceed that of current 
control valves.

Lobo is out to answer the 
question: Will it work? He 
believes it will.

Oklahoma is still a young 
state. People came here with 
hopes and dreams — and to 
make things that worked.

We’ve always had a strong 
industrial base, especially 
irms that serve the oil and 
gas industry. It’s great to 
see startups join in to help 
improve the reliability and 
eiciency of key technolo-
gies for the energy industry, 
which is so critical to our 
state’s economy.

Scott Meacham is president and 
CEO of i2E Inc., a nonproit corpora-

tion that mentors many of the 
state’s technology-based startup 

companies. i2E receives state appro-
priations from the Oklahoma Center 
for the Advancement of Science and 

Technology. Contact Meacham at 
i2E_Comments@i2E.org.

Tulsa firm hopes valve design sticks 

Scott 
Meacham


