The Importance of Critical Entry Times to the Periodicals Industry

A Service Standard begins with a Critical Entry Time (CET) and, based upon the operating plan, ends with the day-specific delivery to customers in each 3-digit zip.  In the current USPS operating plan (pre FSS), time sensitive product, such as News-Weeklies, depend on the current CETs to meet customer demand.  News-Weekly production and distribution is a Just-In-Time (JIT) environment: Production start-times and speeds are contractually set, therefore unmovable, magazines are loaded/shipped as soon as they are produced, and arrival to Postal entry points is often close to the current CETs.  In this JIT environment, changes to current CETs have a direct impact on customers.  Consumer Marketing studies overwhelmingly show that consistent, day-specific delivery is the highest contributing factor to customer retention.  In short, CET changes do not change customer demand, but customer satisfaction.  Looking forward to the FSS environment, the USPS and industry will in inevitably need to establish new service standards that reflect the new operating plan, which includes CETs.
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CETs and Newspapers

What are Critical Entry Times for newspapers?


Sometimes late afternoon the day before publication for weeklies, but often on an overnight basis or even early morning hours for both dailies and weeklies.

How are they handled?


Typically they are standing, informal appointments, roughly the same time each day or each week. (Also some newspapers are 2-3 times weekly; some are biweekly; some are monthly.)  Times may shift within a 2-3 hour window, driven by late-breaking stories, such as election results, or printing plant problems. 

Where do they occur?


Most newspapers perform extensive delivery-unit entry, directly in the publication area or through exceptional dispatch arrangements.  Maintaining this option for walk-sequenced mail is essential in the post-FSS environment. Some mail will be dropped at an SCF or other processing plant. The delivery unit entry, however, is critical for timely service. Most service problems occur within the SCF working portion of a mailing. 

Are the mailings received by postal personnel and verified at entry?


No. As with most periodicals, or at least with newspapers, total mailing verifications occur annually as a rule. Weights and other characteristics are fairly static from week to week. Marked copies and weights are presented with mailings, but not necessarily before mail is dispatched from the entry office.  Many "drop-shipments" occur when post offices are closed. Publishers may have arrangements to leave bundles on a dock, or in a specified protected area, in the wee hours of a morning. 

Are CET's flexible for newspapers?


They can be made later, but rarely earlier. . News must be delivered on the publication day to be of value to the mailer or the recipient for both news and advertising. News must be gathered close to the entry time to be news. The flexibility, to the extent there is any, comes when postmasters and BMEU's recognize that late-breaking stories may delay entry somewhat, and accept mail at later times than usual.

What would happen if USPS required CETs at certain day-time hours?


Newspapers would be unable to use the service in most cases and newspapers would disappear from the mail.  If the weekly Herald, for example, had to enter Friday's paper on Thursday morning in order for the paper to get out of the FSS plant and back to the delivery unit by Friday, printing would have to happen Wednesday night or Thursday morning, and prepress on Wednesday morning or Tuesday. That timing leads to a four-day gap between closing and delivery--and if delivery on Friday fails, a five-day gap has occurred. At that point, it isn't news. It is history. 
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