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The holiday shopping season is over. Now stores are crowded again, this time with people trying to return gifts that they received. The month between Thanksgiving and Christmas is supposed to be the biggest shopping time of the year, when retailers do a large portion of their annual business. There are after-Christmas sales, end of year sales, New Year’s sales and every other excuse for a sale that the merchants can come up with between now and next November. Still, I believe the sales that matter most in terms of discounts to consumers, especially for computer and technology items, occur on Black Friday, the day after Thanksgiving.

I’ve always been a discount junkie. My goal is to never pay normal retail price for anything. I’m probably the king of coupons, the guru of Groupon and the prince of promo codes. I’m always comparing prices, especially for things like computers, software, electronics and technology. Just as NFL junkies anticipate the Super Bowl, auto racing fans wait for the Indy 500, movie buffs long for the Oscars and comic geeks camp out for Comic-Con, I anticipate the main event of great deals, Black Friday. I don’t know if the retailers created it, or it just evolved, but it not only marks the start of the holiday shopping season, but to me it also marks the low point in prices that I’m likely to see all year, so I’d better stock up.

I’ve been shopping Black Friday sales for years, perhaps decades. I recall getting up very early on some of those Friday mornings and going out with my son, then just able to drive, to compete for those great deals on electronic games and gadgets. I’ve seen people camping out in front of stores with tents and chairs days before Thanksgiving. I’ve seen long lines wrapped around the Fry’s store at 5 AM. I’ve seen scuffles in lines at Walmart. While I’ve been out on the front lines and obtained my share of bargains, I know not to cross the line into obsession. I may have seen really good deals in Black Friday advertisements, but I’ve never seen deals so good that I wanted to camp out for days or get aggressive with other customers. I’ve even had a great deal in hand but put it down rather than spend hours in a check-out line to buy it.

Over the years, Black Friday has fortunately become less intense but more spread out in time. I recall years ago that stores were closed all day on Thanksgiving, and opened at a nominal 8 AM the next day. Some merchants had to stand out from the others and started opening earlier, at 7, 6 or 5 AM, and of course all the others had to follow. Some store decided they could open for a few hours at midnight and not violate the unwritten ban on Thanksgiving Day commerce. Then stores decided to open in the evening on Thanksgiving, which has recently become the norm. This year a lot of stores were like Best Buy, which was open from 5 PM to 1 AM for Thanksgiving Day, and then reopened at 8 AM on Black Friday. This is a lot better than being open all night before Black Friday, or opening a lot earlier in the morning.

Some stores are starting to push back on being open at all on Thanksgiving Day, which I think is great. REI and several other retailers made a big deal in their holiday advertising this year about being closed on Thanksgiving, so their employees could have some time off. It also helps us customers, who are interested in good deals but also want to have a calm, traditional Thanksgiving with the family. My daughter’s boyfriend manages an action sports clothing store in Orange County, and unfortunately had to leave our family Thanksgiving meal early so he could get to work that evening.

I have also seen a trend in recent years of fewer shoppers coming out for Black Friday sales at the stores, at least right when they open. In years past, my local Fry’s parking lot would be completely full when the store opened on Black Friday; this year, it was not even half full. It may be that more shopping is being done online, or is spread out over the weekend. The world of commerce seems to be trying to clone the success of Black Friday and spread it over other days. In addition to Thanksgiving Day shopping and Black Friday, we shoppers now have Small Business Saturday (the day after Black Friday), when we are supposed to support our local small businesses. The Monday after Thanksgiving has been designated Cyber Monday for many years now, a day when great deals are supposed to be offered online (to entice shoppers to spend time shopping online at work). So far though, I’ve found the best deals to be in-store, with online shopping either lagging in great deals or laden with technical glitches. Still, the media once again reported a record number of us shopped online this holiday season.

In addition to filling my own needs, I’m usually shopping on behalf of our user group, with the goal of getting good prizes to give away at our December meeting. This limits online shopping somewhat, as while shipping for Black Friday online sales can easily be guaranteed for delivery by Christmas, with our meeting usually the week following Thanksgiving, only in-store pickup will reliably get the items to our meeting on time. My shopping list and the group’s list had a lot of overlap again this year. In addition to seeking the usual USB Flash drives, external USB hard drives, bard hard drives, SD memory cards, USB battery packs and inexpensive networking components, I was looking to get a couple of nice Android tablets and a Chromebook for the group. There were a number of nice tablets for under $50, and several sources for an Acer 11.6” Chromebook for under $100. With ads in hand, I was able to come up with a shopping plan several days before Thanksgiving.

This year Fry’s again had a number of their discounted items available online only, some which became available starting at 7 AM on Thanksgiving Day. I tried to buy a few of these, but was totally unsuccessful. As 7 AM approached, the responses from the Fry’s web site became slower and slower, finally crashing the site a little after seven. No longer being able to get on their site at all, I gave up and left with my family for Thanksgiving dinner at my sister’s.

We returned from the family dinner around 6 PM, after most of my target stores had already opened, and, I thought, most of the good items on my list were sold out. I figured I might as well try, so headed off to Fry’s by myself, and found it not very crowded. A lot of the “doorbuster” sale items I was seeking were still available, so I gathered them up and was able to check out fairly quickly.

I next went to Best Buy, though I thought for sure the $99 Chromebook I was seeking would be gone by then. I’ve had a lot of bad experiences with Black Friday sales at Best Buy in the past, with huge lines outside and multi-hour waits in line to check out. I was surprised to be able to park, and to find the store not excessively crowded. I asked about the Chromebook, expecting to be told it had sold out an hour before, but instead the salesperson said they would check in the back for me. A few minutes later, they came back with a box, and they offered to ring up my sale right there. It was without a doubt the best Black Friday (though this was still technically Thursday night) shopping experience I had ever had anywhere.

I stopped in at a Walmart to look at tablets, but it was a madhouse there, so I left. I returned home to inventory my acquisitions and plan for Black Friday morning. I still needed at least one tablet, and both Fry’s and Office Depot had good deals. The Fry’s tablet would go on sale at 8 AM, but the Office Depot tablet had been on sale that day, and was supposed to be available online. My local Office Depot was sold out on their web site, but I managed to buy the last one available at the Encinitas store, and could pick it up on Saturday. At least it appeared I had something in hand.

On Black Friday morning I went to Fry’s first, and found only a small line at the front entrance. People in line already had vouchers for the sale items, so I thought I might be too late. Fortunately, I found once I got in that an employee in the computer department was handing out vouchers from an inch-thick stack, so I lined up and got vouchers for almost everything I had wanted, including the $47 Android tablet.

In the end, I bought over 15 items, of which ten were used by our group. I kept all but one of the leftovers (including the extra tablet), as well as a few other items always intended for me. The one item I returned was a Patriot Blitz 128GB USB3 Flash drive. The going price I had seen for this item a month previous was around $32. A week before Black Friday, Fry’s had this item for $26 with a promo code, so I bought one. On Black Friday, I bought the same item for $19.99 (a 23% savings), so our group used that one, and I returned the $26 one. On Cyber Monday, I checked for sales on Fry.com and Amazon, but didn’t find any deals as compelling as the ones I received on Black Friday.

Now that this year’s shopping is over, I still believe the best deals were the ones available on Black Friday. I think in-store shopping still provides the best rewards, and though online deals are improving and are more convenient, it appears to me that online retailers still have room for improvement in terms of handling peak loading on their sites. I’ll enjoy all the items I got with great deals this year, and look forward to Black Friday 2016 for even better discounts.

