MTAC Workgroup #132 Six Sigma IMB Best Practices
October 23, 2009, 2009, 9:30 AM
Roll Call:  Susan Pinter (Arandell), Don Landis (Arandell), Alex ___ (FiServ), Lisa Bowes (Intellisent), Wanda Semme (World Marketing), Vanessa ___ (Time Inc.), Pete Corella (AccountMark), Chris Sanders (Bros), ___ Howard (Heart Inc.), Mike Wendt (RR Donnelley), Anita Persling (World Color), Herv Druic (Brown Printing), Jim Eeker (Postal Service), Pete Usay (??? Service), Tim O’Reilly, Ernest Dense (USPS)

Susan Pinter: From our last call, today’s goal is that Tim sent out a report (received from Ernest yesterday) with his final report from his findings from the Six Sigma review of the six plants he went to. So today we’ll go over the report. Did everyone get the report, which I sent out this morning? Tim, if you want to start with the report and then we’ll continue on when you get through it.

Tim: Sure. Right now, this is called a final draft. What we’re going to do is to give you all till next Tuesday to make comments. Susan, how do you want those handled? Do you want them sent through you and then you forward them to me or should they send them directly to me if they have comments?

Susan: You can have them sent to myself or Don Landis, and then we’ll forward them to you, Tim.

Tim: Ok. Again, please forward all comments to us by next Tuesday (10/27), and we’ll take them into consideration and we’ll finalize the report by next Wednesday, no later than Thursday. We will then send it back to you, Susan. As you probably realize, we haven’t made a whole lot of changes here recently, so the report is very similar to what it was the last time. There were some enhancements made; the chart on page 8 has been broken out into four different parts, so the reports a bit larger to be read more easily. I think everyone probably knows by now that we never did get into a Tier 3 site. We were unable to identify a candidate. We did have 3 or 4 viable candidates, but when we went and tested their mail prior to arriving, I think they were all at 100% except one candidate gave us flats (96%) and letters (100%). There really wasn’t much for us, since they were already well above the 90% postal requirement at the end of November.
Susan: Tim, those percentages are based off of what? How did you know that they were over 90%?

Tim: We asked them to run, what we call a test deck. We then sent out a postal employee from their local office, who got it to the Merlin site and ran it through Merlin. We asked for 100 for the test decks. In one case we got 149, two cases we had 100, and one case would up with 80. They were run in 4 decks of 20. In every case except the one, the flats were 96%. All the letters were at 100%. So although these were companies, they were smaller companies, and they had mostly not even produced an IMB mailing prior to running the test deck. I think one told me that they had produced two runs that they sent into Marefield for testing, but nobody had really produced mailings prior to this. When we had them tested on Merlin, the results were unbelievable – very high. We never did get a Tier 3 site that we could use. I know that Susan and Don, and even we on the postal side, made extraordinary efforts trying to find someone. Pritha was soliciting people at the last meeting that you were all in DC for, about three weeks ago. A couple of the ones we did testing on were from Pritha. Again, we were unsuccessful in finding a true Tier 3 site. That’s why the report will reflect a Not Applicable in some cases, because none of us could find anyone that was a viable candidate. That was certainly an issue, but we did get to use the information that we’ve gathered in all of the Tier 2 sites and we were able to make improvements at those Tier 2 sites that put them above the 90% threshold.
Susan: Tim, as we move forward with this, would you be open to (if we do find a company that meets all the criteria for Tier 3 – or no criteria I should say) going to their plant, and whatever you learn from this report or Best Practice, that you could append it at their plant?

Tim: I wouldn’t mind doing that. The only thing I would add to that is I wouldn’t want to get too far past December. I wouldn’t want a lot of time to pass; let’s limit it to three months. If we find somebody in the next three months, I would not be adverse to doing that, but I wouldn’t want someone to come to me a year from now and say, hey, we found somebody, let’s go do them. At that point, I would have some concerns that we would be stale and it might be an issue. As you know, we here in the continuous improvement office are not experts on the IMB. We don’t live it and breathe it every day. We’ve gained a lot of knowledge and insight, but we will become stale very fast/quickly, because we won’t be using this information, like you guys deal with it every day. So I wouldn’t want to go past three months and start to look at somebody, but if you find somebody and somebody volunteers, I would not object to doing that. Or if you had a site that said I’m probably a Tier 2 and I can’t get it to the 90%. If you had one site or two sites, I wouldn’t mind going into those sites and trying to help. We obviously can’t help everyone since we’re not a large enough group and don’t have the resources for that. However, if you came to us in the next few weeks and said here’s a Tier 2 site that could use some help, would you mind, we’ll be there.
Mike Wendt: Tim, I have to congratulate you on one thing, and that’s you’ve been a very good job at the organized investigation of Best Practices, how to start up on the Intelligent Mail Barcode. One of the things we have talked about forever with Pat Denahoe is the IMB has to be viable in a production environment. In any of your investigations, have you used true Six Sigma techniques such as a design of experiment such as to test the variability of the impact of all the various factors on the IMB or even basic process variability reduction to test the impact of various factors on the process of producing an IMB in a production environment.
Tim: Mike, we did not do any design of experiment. That probably would have taken us six months or more to complete.
Mike: That’s the key to this whole thing but I do understand the time limit. I apologize for putting you on the spot with this, because you were given a nearly impossible time limit to be able to do a true investigation of IMB production in a process environment. I think that’s what we need to have in our final report as a qualification going forward. It would state, yes, we did do some best practices and I totally agree with everything you have in your report. However, going forward, as far as establishing tolerances, as far as verification and expectations in the field going forward, we really need to take this to the next level and apply true Six Sigma techniques to the various processes. I’m going to say I appreciate terrifically the complications, since we’re dealing with letters, flats, different image technologies, and I think that’s what we need to reflect in our report going forward. We’ve done a lot of good work basically, and a lot of good recommendations for people who are in Tier 3 trying to get started, but going forward, we really need an appreciation of what this is going to have as an impact in a production environment with all the various technologies with all the various types of mail pieces that are being produced.

Tim: I don’t think our scope covered that, so I don’t see how I can or would put that into a report. I’ll share an opinion with you that I’ve shared with Susan and other folks here. I don’t know that the issue is in a Tier 3 site, to be quite honest. Based on what we’ve seen as far as our inability to find a true Tier 3 site and the ones that fit the criteria to be a Tier 3 and straight out of the box they are running 100s and 96s, I honestly believe that the issues are in a Tier 2 site. I believe that we’ve tested this document in those Tier 2 sites already, and we’ve been successful because we’ve been able to improve their performance into the mid-90s or higher. So I believe based on our original scope to develop best practices for IMB, I think we’ve accomplished that, but I think it’s really not the Tier 3 that’s an issue. I think it might be due to size or at least the size of the folks we were trying to deal with as Tier 3 were very small. I think their smallness actually helped them is what I concluded from it. I really think the issue was in the Tier 2s. We got to see that firsthand when we got to implement some change in their lines that improved them. I don’t know if it’s really worthwhile trying to find a true Tier 3 because it was an exhaustive search.
Mike: I was out looking for Tier 3 sites also, and I found a few. They should be a concern because they are doing work for some of the major mailers and fairly large quantities. So Tier 3 kind of on the side, we have to deal with that one. I agree with you totally that your scope was limited and that you should deal entirely with the scope of your workgroup, but that doesn’t preclude you from citing and making recommendations for further workgroups. By that, I mean let’s take this to the next level. My personal recommendation and Susan and Don, you have to take this from here, is that you sunset this workgroup as we’ve done the Best Practices Investigation of how you get started up on IMB. However, let’s take this to the next level and truly determine what level of data we need to properly determine tolerances going forward. That would be doing things like design of experiment or even as basic as process variability reduction. That doesn’t preclude you from putting that into your report. You can do that. You can close this one out and say we’ve got to take the next one to the next level.
Anita: Mike, I totally agree with you. I don’t know if you would call it a disclaimer exactly, but I do think that would be a great addition to the final report. We’re obviously seeing problems at the CSS sites with the scanners reading barcodes on pieces coming back for change of address, so taking a Merlin sample and comparing it to the full production run is that issue.
Mike: Absolutely. It’s in the best interest of everybody, industry and the postal service and our customers, to do this. So, I personally think we should make that recommendation.

Anita: Will you put that in your comments to Susan by next Tuesday?

Mike: Absolutely.

Tim: Just so you all know, some things that we’ve seen out there, we had planned to have a meeting a couple of weeks ago with some of the operations folks here, but that got pushed back. We’re trying to schedule it for next week. We’re going to brief our operational people and our engineers, and we’re going to take some additional steps on our side, where we’ve seen some issues with equipment. We’ll probably contact the manufacturers of that equipment and state what we’ve seen and ask them what can be done for improvement from their side so that the folks that buy the equipment don’t have these issues in the future and thus drive variance out. I don’t know exactly where that will lead us, but until we meet with the engineers and the processing operations folks, I really don’t know exactly where it will be going right now. Mike, just so you’re aware, this isn’t the last project that we’re doing on this side. We will see additional projects initiated from our side that may or may not involve the industry. Again, we don’t know what they are yet because we haven’t even met to discuss with the appropriate groups in headquarters.
Mike: Thank you Tim.

Tim: I don’t know how many people on the call today are listening in for the first time or third or fourth time, but the majority of the document is pretty much unchanged with a few exceptions. Maybe to set this up, we thought we would go through it and say, for instance, page one, does anyone have any comments or concerns? On page one, I think the biggest change we did there was to add the seventh site that we visited a couple of weeks ago and instead of in Tier 1, we had labeled them A,B,C,D and in Tier 2 we had done the same thing A,B,C. We changed that because some of our words were referring to A and we had two As, so we made Tier 2 F,G,H. Not a big deal, but that’s a change that we made. Does anyone have any questions or comments on what I would call page 2 of the document?
Reply: No

Tim: How about page 3? No changes. Ok.  I’ll just keep going unless someone asks a question. 

Susan: Please refer to the part where it says mailing industry operations impacted but are not limited to the bindery, quality control, products, the paper with IMB. Would something like that also include, do we need to add a number four like polywrap? I think it’s important.
Tim: This came directly out of the MTAC number 132. Did you call it some sort of statement? Issue statement. This is just a reprint of the issue statement. Susan, I don’t know what your process is for changing that. Isn’t it signed off on? I know it’s been agreed to. Can you guys go back and change that?

Comment: It’s a pretty excellent thought plan. I don’t think something as minor as that change needs to be approved, quite frankly.

Tim: Number 4 for polybags (I was calling it polywrap). Ok. Page 4 or 5. Ok. Page 6 and 7. I’m doing it this way since we do double sided and I’m looking at 6 and 7 at the same time. Ok. Page 8 and 9, and this is where we’ve taken page 8 and blown it up into 4 pages so it’s more easily read by all.
Susan: Tim, I don’t know what the group feels, but does everyone understand page 6, the fishbone? I know at one of the first telecoms, we went over this in detail, but does anyone want Tim to go over this again?
Mike: Page 6 is a good diagram in that if you really sit back and think about it, these are the things that affect the production of an IMB at a very basic level. For instance, how the operator interacts with the line, how the machine itself produces it, how the various methods of setup produce it, etc. This is actually a pretty good guide. Tim, when you put this out, for a Tier 3 site to look at this and be able to walk through that with a USPS person who truly understands it, will be very beneficial. It will help them gain the understanding of how to produce an IMB. I think page 6 is a critical page. We should all pay a great deal of attention to it and those categories that might affect the barcode. This leads into my discussion of what goes beyond this workgroup and how all of these things affect the production of IMB. Also, where a design of experiment investigation might come into play is by varying all of these things and see if they have a significant impact on the production of the barcode. For instance, if I have an operator who’s really good and he can make one time and time again, and then I have another operator who’s just learning, well that’s a different story. This is an important page.
Tim: Again, I don’t know the process to get another workgroup together, but if that’s agreed to do and we do some DOEs, keep in mind that would probably be very disruptive to a production line, due to all the testing and changes that will take place. If we are to go in that direction, it would probably be good to know ahead of time if you have volunteers that are willing to devote the effort and absorb the disruption in their lines. I think it will be very time consuming and will cause some heartache for whoever does volunteer.

Mike: You’re absolutely right, and fall production is not the time to do this. If we look ahead two or three months, and we get some of the major players to chime in and pony-up, if you will, I’m sure we can do that.

Vanessa: I would agree because I’m finding that ??? will pass with 90% during our early IMB testing and experimentation are now passing only at 70%. The real world issue of creating a good IMB and all of the perameters that you try and create and do in a testing environment, are, even though we haven’t changed anything, the only thing that has changed is a test environment to real-life production, and I’m seeing drop-offs of 20% in the scan ability of the IMB. Yes, all of these things definitely make a difference, the puffiness, speed, etc. Time Inc. would certainly be willing to put forward some of our books with all the different variables they have with them if it went towards establishing a more realistic tolerance level than 90%, which we’re finding is not realistic in live production. 
Tim: I think we were talking about 8 and 9, and we had no questions. Page 10 and 11? Ok. Page 12 and 13? Ok. Page 14 and 15? Ok. 

Susan: Page 14 – IMB print process selections – line locations and address. Somewhere in here we could add the specifications for the address block (clearance, height and length recommendation of address block). Would this be a position where that would fit in? Or would that be more for your list of Best Practices? Does anyone else agree with me? We had talked last week about the report we sent out regarding field work number 70, which dealt with the Best Practices for the PostNet and Merlin.
Tim: I hear what you’re saying. I’m not sure if it belongs here, but it is critical. I believe this is under our current practice that we’re seeing. I think we’re seeing 3-7/8 x 1-1/2, most common height and length.
Susan: Does common mean recommended?

Tim: Common is what we saw. I don’t know if there’s a recommended that postal has done. I can tell you the most common one was 3-7/8 x 1-1/2, but I don’t know if it’s recommended. I will find out.

Anita: Tim, one other thing that was brought up in an IdeaAlliance meeting yesterday is background/print reflectives. Screen. You have to have the proper contrast between the ink and the background. 

Tim: The mailers dealt with that issue themselves, because they would either use a label or spray that area white. They would address the issue of transparency and reflective by testing the piece first before it went to production to make sure it would read. If it didn’t read, then they’d mitigate it by leaving a zone for applying a label on which the address was then sprayed.

Susan: Is there anything you discovered during your Best Practices or your reviews that dealt with anything with the reflectants?

Tim: The Best Practice was that they submitted that too, and they had different names. Some were account managers or quality personnel who submitted the job sample for testing before they actually got into the ERM. At that point, is where they tested reflective, along with many other things.
Susan: If I remember correctly, right now with the PostNet, there is a reflectance requirement. Would that change with the IMB?

Tim: There has been some discussion with that. We did look at that. A couple of the ones I did personally on the ERM machine, which is the envelope reflectance meter, which is the camera that’s in a Merlin mounted in a portable box. That machine does your reflectance test, but not at the same time as the barcode test. I ran that printed on some paper products, flats and letters, that we had and did not see errors. We saw at some locations that were using the in-line barcode verification systems that also had the capability to check reflectance, and we weren’t seeing any errors coming from that. We did see that on some of the polybag products that Ernest was referring to, where there were issues with what was behind the polybag if the address was printed right onto the bag. The keys to dealing with that were in the design phase, either working with the mail piece design analyst postal service side, you get the design check, and several locations had a commercial equivalent of the ERM to check the readability applied to the barcode and that was also doing reflectance as far as I understood. The Best Practice needs to be checked during the design phase. It really comes down to it passing or failing. That’s something that must be sorted out with the publisher during the design phase of the count if it’s being run.
Comment: If we didn’t capture it, we’ll get it in there.

Susan: Anita, is this something we want added in the document?

Tim: Item # 2 under Quality Validate Readability of Barcode on Sample Pieces included that as a process, but we can add it if you want it to be a process by itself.

Comment: I think we can more explicitly state this.

Anita: I think so. Maybe we can ask the workgroup members to include this in their comments.

Comment: We’ll take action at it as well.

Tim: I’ll do queries on recommended height and length and see if there’s anything out there like that. I’ll go to Pritha and ask her. If there is, and I have no issues stating in here that’s it’s common, that would be no issue for us to state. I have to see if Postal has an official recommendation because I honestly don’t know. Ok. Page 16 and 17?

Susan: When you look at this report on page 17, it’s a shame that we didn’t have a Tier 3. 

Tim: Yes. Especially with our efforts, it is unfortunate, but that was the harsh reality. However, in the next three months, if someone pops up, feel free to let me know. Ok. Pages 18-20. 

Wanda: Susan and Tim, on page 19, (Susan I already sent you an email on this) the postal service has discontinued the mail piece quality control program (MQC). In what I emailed to Susan is what they decided to do in its place. They decided to combine it with training they are doing out of Norman, OK. They will also take something similar on the road, but to leave in the document that this course is being held by districts would be inaccurate. Note: The information came from Cher Rupergehring, so I’m sure it’s accurate.

Tim: I think what we heard is that a lot of the places we visited had been through that. We need to make that change.

Susan: Does the workgroup want Tim to go through these best practices or is everyone comfortable with what’s on here?

Anita: Someone had suggested separating Kodak from Domino. Was that considered?

Mike: Not by us. I don’t really think Best Practices as far as getting started has anything to do with the imaging technology that you’re using. I don’t care if you’re doing laser printing on a test for statement mailings, flat mailings with inkjet technology of various types, or catalogs or magazines, the basics are the same. That’s what the focus of this workgroup was – determining the Best Practices for starting the image IMB. I am personally fairly adamant about the next step or recommendation from this workgroup is that something is done to determine the Six Sigma approach to the IMB production setting. Take it design of experiment and test all those variables on page 6, as far as the effect they have on the IMB imaging, etc., even the basic process variability reduction of removing the barriers to producing a good IMB. That’s where I recommend what the next steps have to be.

Wanda: I would agree, only though that if we’re really talking about Best Practices, will somebody who is using this document as a Tier 3 and possibly going out to purchase software, new fonts, etc., to get started, we on our magazine are seeing some fonts/equipment that works splendidly and others which are pretty dreadful. If there was a recommendation to me as a starting off Tier 3 person that this font reproduces a good IMB, then if I was a Tier 3, I would probably appreciate that.

Mike: I totally agree with you. As far as a font recommendation, I think the postal service could easily step up and make that recommendation. As far as a manufacturer of equipment, I think the postal service should step back and let the individual supplier to you make that decision.
Susan: Anyone else have any more comments for Tim?

Mike: Tim, thanks again to your team for doing this in a short period of time. I’m sure we’ll all appreciate this as a basis of something we can work for going forward.

Susan: To everyone on the workgroup, if you want to send me your comments, I will forward them to Tim by end of day Tuesday. Also, once I get the comments back and send them to Tim, do we need to do another follow up telecom or a final telecom before MTAC or before everything is submitted? Do you want me to publish the comments to the whole workgroup, to try to get them together?

Anita: I think everyone needs an opportunity to see the final document and chime in. I think it would be good to get the comments together to possibly stimulate more thought on this.
Tim: November 1 is a Sunday and we plan on issuing Thursday or Friday. If you want to do this Thursday, we can issue on Friday – that is fine. If we get stuff COD 10/27, we’ll need the 28th to review, consider and if necessary make changes. That same day we would get it back to you so we could have a call on 10/29, and be able to issue on 10/30.
Susan: Is everyone ok with that timing? No comments.

Don: We’ll try to set that up. It may not work, but we’ll plan on that.
Thanks everyone!

Meeting over at 10:30am
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