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· If an email was the source of a subscription request, there are concerns with the storage of the data.

· Typically, no emails are exchanged for subscriptions. The subscriber fills out a form on a WEB site, then the data is transmitted to a file. There is no email or other type of header.

· Even if an email “response/request” practice were used after a subscription was entered on a WEB site, there would still only be a partial response. (In a somewhat similar bounce-back verification process, one company gets a 50% - 70% response rate).

· Some publishers were told by their suppliers that the storage of email responses would not be as much of a problem as indexing them for retrieval. However, it is probable that it would be no harder, and perhaps easier, than today’s practice of matching a mailed in response to the original promotion record.

· The audit bureaus use a personal identifier for verification on telephone and Internet orders.

· Email headers can be falsified.

· Request/response/request takes the simplicity out of a subscription request because the subscriber only wants, and expects to request once. The resultant loss of orders would probably not be tolerable to publishers.

· A number of “no” responses can be explained as having been requested by a secretary or assistant. The audit bureau process tends to identify those.

· The industry made a proposal for the verification of requests generated through telemarketing and the Internet (see below).

· Concerns about the proposal include the following:

· Audit rules need to be well defined.

· The Postal Service may have to amend its agreement with the audit bureaus.

· There is a need to ensure the integrity of the data audited.

· BPA felt that it was unnecessary to treat these audits differently than other methods used to validate subscriptions.

· Under the proposal, the audit bureaus would be hired by the publisher to prepare a report for the Postal Service.

· There was a concern expressed that the Postal Service not have to audit the audit bureaus.

· The audit bureaus are concerned with the use of their brand names, e.g., that someone would claim that the publication was ABC or BPA audited, when it wasn’t.

· The audit bureaus are not making a determination as to whether or not a publisher gets Periodicals mail privileges. They are only determining whether or not a subscription is a valid request. 

· Would a publisher have recourse to challenge the results of an audit bureau? The publisher might be required to sign a document accepting the validity of the auditor’s results. (The document could also serve as an agreement not to use the audit bureau’s brand name.)

· Overall, the proposal was thought to be an appealing idea, which merits consideration and testing.

Next steps:

The Postal Service will meet to discuss their concerns and will discuss concerns with the Audit Bureaus.

The audit bureaus will put forth a proposal to the Postal Service for consideration.

The next meeting will be held at MTAC on Tuesday, October 19, 1999, from 6 to 7 p.m.
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At the initial meeting of our workgroup on July 16, the Postal Service representatives acknowledged that telephone and Internet/e-mail requests should be considered valid subscription requests. The problem, however, is that the Postal Service has no mechanism to verify these requests.

The publishing industry, meanwhile, has already developed a verification procedure for these requests through its independent auditing agencies, BPA International and the Audit Bureau of Circulation. This procedure involves use of a personal identifier for the requester. The auditing agencies can then contact the requester directly through mail, telephone, or e-mail-and use the personal identifier to verify the request. In some cases, the auditing agencies contract this work to third party firms.

The Postal Service currently faces practical problems adopting the same procedure. There is no central USPS auditing group, and it would be difficult to train the large field force involved in audits. Pending development of a verification procedure that could be implemented by postal auditors, I propose the following as at least an interim solution:

As an option under the current rule requiring that all subscription requests be verified by a signature, allow publishers to provide-at their own expense-independent verification of telephone, Internet, and e-mail requests from a recognized auditing agency.

The Postal Service already allows recognized auditing agencies, including the BPAI and ABC, to perform postal audits following the initial audit, and accepts the agencies' verification of telephone and Internet requests. An option to allow these same agencies to verify non-written requests for the initial audit would be consistent with present practice.

The Postal Service would continue to perform the initial postal audit, as required by the DMM. However, publishers would have the option to send any electronic requests within the audit sample to the independent auditor for verification. The auditing agency would verify these requests through its normal procedures, and send its findings directly to the postal auditor. The auditing agency would bill the publisher directly for its services.

Any publisher who did not wish to use an independent auditor could still provide verification through the current USPS procedure involving a post card mailing.

BPA International has already agreed that it would provide this type of verification service even to magazines that are not already members of its organization. We can approach ABC and any other auditing agency to see if they will also provide this service.

I believe offering an option for independent verification of non-written requests provides an immediate solution to the problem facing many publishers who are currently failing to qualify for a periodicals permit, due to a high number of telephone or Internet requests. The procedure would be simple for the postal auditor, consistent with current industry practice for the publisher, and would involve no new USPS fees that might require approval by the Rate Commission.

It may still remain desirable for the Postal Service to develop its own procedures for verifying these requests. But this option, as an interim measure at least, would be an immense help to the Postal Service's publishing customers.

