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Introduction
 Whether people live in a small town or a major metropolitan 
area, they have the power to spend their money where they 
choose. This notion is very important to most cities, since many 
local government services (police, fire, parks and recreation) 
are heavily dependent on tax revenue from local retail sales 
(Semuels, 2017). It is helpful for cities to know the relative 
health of their retail sector – and in particular, if they are losing 
retail dollars when local residents shop elsewhere. To assess 
this, a calculation known as a “Pull Factor” is typically used. A 
pull factor is a measure of how well local retail stores are able 
to capture the sales of local and non-local people (see box). 
Because it compares actual retail spending in a city to that 
city’s population, it can be used to assess whether people are 
coming into the community to shop – or if people are leaving 
the community to shop elsewhere. Shopping online can also 
have repercussions for sales tax collections. Businesses cur-
rently only collect sales tax for online transactions in states 
where they have a presence (Whitacre, Ferrell and Hobbs, 

Pull Factors: A Measure 
of Retail Sales Success
Estimates for 77 Oklahoma Cities (2018)

What is a Pull Factor?  
 Pull factors measure the relative strength of a city’s 
ability to attract retail shoppers. They are a quantitative 
measure of how the retail trade sector of a community is 
performing, put into an easily interpretable number. 

Interpreting a Pull Factor
• PF < 1: The city is losing local retail shoppers to other 

areas
• PF = 1: The city is capturing retail shopping activity 

exactly equal to its population
• PF > 1: The city is attracting non-resident retail shop-

pers (in addition to its  own population)

A pull factor of 1.15 would indicate that the retail sector 
is attracting non-resident consumers equal to 15 percent 
of the city’s population. 
    

2009); however, a recent 2018 Supreme Court decision has 
cleared the way for more taxation of online purchases (Liptak 
et al., 2018). This can impact the amount of revenue that local 
governments receive. 
 Pull factor analysis is important because it puts the health 
of the retail sector into a number that is easy to interpret. 
For example, if a city has a pull factor of less than 1, it is not 
capturing the retail sale expenditures of the local residents. In 
this case, retail spending is leaking out of the city and being 
spent in other locations. In contrast, a city with a pull factor 
of greater than 1 is capturing the entire expected retail sale 
spending of local residents - plus some extra. Pull factors can 
be used as indicators of the relative health of a community’s 
retail sector. 
 Large cities, such as Tulsa, typically have pull factors 
greater than 1 because they have an abundant number of 
retail stores with a variety of goods to offer. Because of this, 
these cities typically capture the “leakage” from nearby smaller 
cities, which have fewer stores and often see residents leave 
to shop in the bigger city markets. These smaller cities, such 
as Sperry (population 1,206), usually have pull factors of less 
than 1 because the city’s retail sector is smaller and gener-
ally struggles to keep all the spending within the city limits. 
Not only do these cities have a smaller retail sector, but they 
generally do not have the diversity and abundance of products 
that people want in their town. The retail sector is driven by 
population and disposable income, and a smaller population 
may not be able to support the volume of sales necessary for 
some types of goods and services. However, it is possible for 
some smaller cities to have strong pull factors – if they serve 
as hubs for surrounding rural areas and are relatively distant 
from larger towns with more developed retail sectors. This 
report discusses how pull factors are calculated (including 
the websites where data is available) and constructs them 
for the largest city in each of Oklahoma’s 77 counties, using 
data from 2016. 
 While it is possible to calculate pull factors for counties 
(as opposed to cities), this publication concentrates on cities 
because the decision to “go shopping” is typically focused on 
a particular location with specific stores or amenities in mind. 
The city-level measures detailed here help provide a basic 
overview of how the largest town in each county is performing 
in terms of retail activity. Furthermore, the largest county in 
the state, Oklahoma County, does not collect a sales tax. 
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Data and Methodology
 The data that goes into the city pull factor calculation in-
cludes city and state-level per capita income (PCI), population, 
tax rate and total retail sales collected (see box below). There 
are two main websites that can be used to gather this data. 
The population and PCI data (for both the city and the state) 
can be found on the United States Census website (www.
census.gov). The link in the box can be used for all cities with 
populations greater than 5,000. For smaller cities, the informa-
tion can be found with the Census’ American Factfinder tool. 
The PCI data is taken from the American Community Survey 
table B19301. The PCI is on a moving average over the past 
five years (for example, 2012-2016). Since this is the case, it 
is not as accurate as an annual estimate, but typically is the 
best source available. The population measures for this report 
also are taken from the same American Community Survey 
(table B01003). Yearly updates are available for cities using 
the Census’ annual population estimates. Meanwhile, the tax 
rate and sales tax collections can be found on the Oklahoma 
Tax Commission website (again, for both the individual city 
and the state total). Using the OK Tax Commission link in the 
box, users should select “View Public Reports” and then “Tax 
by NAICS Report” before selecting the information (tax type, 
city, date) of interest. Note that the Tax Commission’s reports 
are broken out by North American Industrial Classification 
System (NAICS) codes, and that codes 44-45 represent the 
retail sector. Sales tax is collected on other sectors within a city 
as well, such as entertainment, recreation and food services. 
These are an important part of the health of a city. However, 
this fact sheet only focuses on the predefined retail sector 
(NAICS codes 44-45) and the sales that storefront businesses 
collect. For these specific NAICS codes, the numbers available 
from this system represent the retail sales taxes collected by 
a city. To get the total amount of retail sales in a city, the total 
amount of retail sales sector tax collections should be divided 
by the city sales tax rate (which is also available from the Tax 
Commission’s site). The June 2016 numbers were used for 
this analysis, since they contain a full year of data on retail 
sales tax collections. A step-by-step guide for constructing a 
city-level Pull Factor is available in Shideler and Malone (2017). 
 As the formula in the box shows, all of this information 
is combined to calculate a “Trade Area Capture (TAC)” which 
is an estimate of the number of shoppers the retail area at-

tracts for a given year. A PCI ratio is used in the denominator 
to adjust for income levels in the city versus the state. If the 
city PCI is above average, it requires the numerator to be 
larger to keep a positive pull factor. This feeds into the idea 
that retail sales are a factor of population and the disposable 
income of the residents. Finally, the Pull Factor is calculated by 
dividing the TAC by the overall population of the city. The Pull 
Factor indicates whether the retail market attracts non-local 
customers (i.e. has a value > 1.0) or loses local customers 
(i.e. has a value < 1.0). 
  

Pull Factors for 77 Oklahoma Cities 

(2016 data)
 This report calculates city-level pull factors for the largest 
city in each Oklahoma county, using the most recent data avail-
able (2016) (Figure 1). The city population is also listed. The 
county containing each city displays a color corresponding to 
four levels of city Pull Factors, ranging from the highest (over 
2.0) to the lowest (less than 1.0). Table 1 displays the relevant 
information for each of the 77 cities by population category.  

Discussion
 Since each city displayed in Figure 1 was selected because 
it was the largest in its county, it probably has a stronger retail 
sector than many surrounding, smaller towns – and likely cap-
tures shoppers from those areas. Thus, only a small portion 
of the cities listed have a pull factor of less than 1. Most of the 
cities with pull factors less than 1 are found in the western half 
of the state, with quite a few in the southwestern quadrant. 
Many of these towns have less than 3,000 people and are 
within driving distance of larger cities [Cheyenne (Elk City), 
Mangum (Altus), Walters (Lawton) and Cordell (Weatherford)]. 
In the southeast quadrant, the largest cities in most counties 
have relatively strong pull factors (> 2). This may be because 
they are further away from larger cities (or with less direct 
routes to alternative shopping locations), and have developed 
retail sectors that cater to the needs of local residents and 
those living in the nearby towns. These southeastern towns 
also are generally larger in population (none are smaller than 
1,000) compared to the southwestern cities noted above.   

The Pull Factor Formula (and online data sources)
 Pull factors are based on a measure of “Trade Area Capture” (TAC) which estimates the total number of shoppers an 
area attracts. The TAC is then divided by the city’s population to get the Pull Factor.

                       

Variable included:     Available from: 
RS:  Retail Sales Tax Collections (city level)    
RSState: Retail Sales Tax Collections (state level) 

P: Population (city level)
PState: Population (state level) 
PCI: Per Capita Income (city level)
PCIState:  Per Capita Income (state level)

OK Tax Commission Public Reports: 
https://oktap.tax.ok.gov/OkTAP/Web/_/#1 

Census Quickfacts Website: 
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/
PST045217

Calculated TAC = RS
 RSState  PCI

 PState PCIState[    ] [    ]x

Pull Factor = Trade Area Capture
Population
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 The three largest cities in the state have pull factors only 
slightly larger than 1 (Oklahoma City, 1.15; Tulsa, 1.37; Norman, 
1.10). This still reflects they are able to attract non-locals to 
shop there – and in some ways masks how popular their retail 
sectors actually are. In Oklahoma City, for instance, the pull 
factor of 1.15 indicates that the local retail sector is not only 
capturing the expected shopping of the 638,000 residents, but 
also 95,000 non-residents (638,000 x 0.15). That is a sizeable 
portion of the surrounding counties!  Similarly, Tulsa’s pull fac-
tor of 1.37 suggests that it is capturing an additional 149,000 
shoppers on top of its 403,000 population (403,000 x 0.37 = 
149,000). Thus, they are likely capturing many shoppers from 
neighboring cities like Bixby and Owasso, as well as shoppers 
from Creek, Rogers and Wagoner counties. 
 Table 1 demonstrates that pull factors can vary widely 
across cities with similar populations. For instance, Seiling 
and Cheyenne both have around 850 people, but Seiling’s 
pull factor is over twice that of Cheyenne. This may be due 
to Seiling capturing sales to small nearby communities like 
Taloga (population 303) and several unincorporated areas 
(Chester, Orion, Bado). Alternatively, Cheyenne does not 
have as many surrounding rural towns that might support their 
retail sector. In the same manner, Perry and Sulphur are both 
around 5,000 in population, but the pull factor for Perry (which 
is within driving distance of Stillwater) is less than half that 
of Sulphur’s. This is true in larger towns as well:  Claremore 
(population 19,069) has a pull factor of 2.00, while El Reno 
(population 18,786) has a pull factor of only 0.92 – likely due 
to El Reno’s proximity to the OKC metropolitan area. These 
differences are largely dependent upon the types of amenities 
available in or near the communities. For example, Sulphur 
is located just outside of the Chickasaw National Forest, is 
3 miles from the Chickasaw Cultural Center, and is home to 
the Chickasaw Nation’s Artesian Hotel, Casino and ARTesian 
Gallery and Studios. Similarly, Claremore is home to Rogers 
State College and the Claremore Expo Center, both of which 
bring numerous visitors to town for special events. 

Conclusion 
 While the pull factor is an easy way for communities to 
measure the retail trade in their communities, it does have 

some limitations. First, it can leave communities wanting in 
terms of policy prescriptions; that is to say, how does someone 
increase the pull factor in their community? While the answer 
is to increase retail sales, it is difficult to determine how to go 
about doing that without an influx of population, income or 
new attraction in town. Shopping patterns and trends also are 
determined by other factors, such as commuting patterns to 
employment centers and life stages, which many communities 
also feel to be beyond their control. Second, retail leakage 
does not automatically equate to a business opportunity; there 
may be insufficient demand in a community (either due to 
lack of population or preferences), such that it makes sense 
for residents to purchase goods and services elsewhere. It 
is recommended, then, that the community using pull factors 
also conduct additional analysis, such as population thresh-
olds or gap analysis (which uses pull factor analysis for each 
individual sector rather than all retail (Shideler and Malone, 
2017)). Such analysis provides a better sense of which sectors 
might actually present opportunities for a viable business.
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The Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service 

WE ARE OKLAHOMA
for people of all ages. It is designated to take the 
knowledge of the university to those persons 
who do not or cannot participate in the formal           
classroom instruction of the university.

• It utilizes research from university, government, 
and other sources to help people make their own 
decisions.

• More than a million volunteers help multiply the 
impact of the Extension professional staff.

• It dispenses no funds to the public.

• It is not a regulatory agency, but it does inform 
people of regulations and of their options in meet-
ing them.

• Local programs are developed and carried out in 
full recognition of national problems and goals.

• The Extension staff educates people through 
personal contacts, meetings, demonstrations, 
and the mass media.

• Extension has the built-in flexibility to adjust its 
programs and subject matter to meet new needs. 
Activities shift from year to year as citizen groups 
and Extension workers close to the problems 
advise changes.

The Cooperative Extension Service is the largest, 
most successful informal educational organization in 
the world. It is a nationwide system funded and guided 
by a partnership of federal, state, and local govern-
ments that delivers information to help people help 
themselves through the land-grant university system.

Extension carries out programs in the broad categories 
of  agriculture, natural resources and environment; 
family and consumer sciences; 4-H and other youth; 
and community resource development. Extension 
staff members live and work among the people they 
serve to help stimulate and educate Americans to 
plan ahead and cope with their problems.

Some characteristics of the Cooperative Extension  
system are:

•  The federal, state, and local governments       co-
operatively share in its financial support and 
program direction.

• It is administered by the land-grant university as 
designated by the state legislature through an 
Extension director.

• Extension programs are nonpolitical, objective, 
and research-based information.

• It provides practical, problem-oriented education 


