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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1MTAC WORKGROUP 86

CONSISTENCY OF MAILING STANDARDS & BUSINESS MAIL ACCEPTANCE

MINUTES OF 10/26/04 MEETING
Attendees
Sherry Freda, USPS Mgr., Mailing Standards (USPS Co-Chair)

Pritha Mehra, USPS Mgr., Marketing Technology and Channel Management (USPS Co-Chair)

Sue Taylor, Prudential (Industry Co-Chair)

Ken Ceglowski, USPS Customer Relationship Management

Sharon Coruzzi, USPS Customer Relationship Management

Carolyn Emigh, Nonprofit Service Group

Ed Gleiman, DMA

Anne Marie Himmel, Capital One

Paulette Kelly, USPS Business Mail Acceptance

Donald Lagasse, USPS Mailing Standards

Wanda Senne, ACE Marketing/NAAD

Tom Sides, SmartMail

Kathy Siviter, PostCom

Joanne Smith, USPS Business Service Network

(Harold) Pete Stark, USPS usps.com

Joel Thomas, National Association of Presort Mailers (NAPM)

Yvette Turner, USPS Business Service Network

USPS.com
Pete Stark, from the Postal Service’s usps.com group gave the workgroup an update on changes being made to the USPS’ web site based on recommendations previously made by the workgroup.  He reported that the USPS’ web site search engine in September was updated and has been expanded the areas of search, including the Postal Store.  Users can search more specifically just within certain areas (such as only publications, or news/events, etc.) or conduct broad searches over the web site (although that will increase the number of results returned).  

Mr. Stark noted that the enhanced search engine will search key words provided by the user and deliver the most accurate and relevant response possible.   He explained that the USPS uses a content management software program to prompt document/web page authors for key words and content information to facilitate the best match from the search engine.

Mr. Stark said that in 2005 the USPS plans to focus more on web site improvements, particularly, with the search engine capabilities, more so than it did in 2004.  The enhanced search engine will help users get to the appropriate page link for additional information.  Previously, for instance, if a user typed in “DMM” the results returned would not include a link to the Domestic Mail Manual (DMM) in Postal Explorer.  That now has been rectified, Mr. Stark reported.  Joel Thomas noted that many times when he has entered an exact document title, the document still is not returned in the search results.  Mr. Stark asked that any instances such as that be reported to him.  He said that formerly the “quick search” and “advanced search” tools returned different search results because they were searching on different parameters, which now has been resolved.

Leo Raymond asked if conducting a search of publications by keyword, would a publication come up that is not on the web site in electronic version.  Mr. Stark said its’ listing would come up in the Directives and Forms Catalog, Publication 223 index, but not the publication itself, unless it has been posted on the USPS’ web site in electronic format.  All of those documents are indexed so they can be searched.  

The USPS plans to continue enhancements to its web site and the search engine this year, and Mr. Stark asked the workgroup members to try out the new search engine capabilities and provide him with feedback (by e-mail to  harold.e.stark@usps.gov).  The workgroup recommended that the USPS publicize the search engine enhancements using the appropriate communication vehicles (e.g., Memo to Mailers, Mailers Companion, and the Postal Bulletin).  In addition, an e-mail notice could be sent out to the MTAC member roster, and a notice posted on the usps.com web site front page.

Messaging Through Challenges Communications Plan
Yvette Turner, from the USPS’ Business Service Network group, gave the workgroup an update on the USPS’ Messaging through Challenges (MTC) communications plan.  The plan is designed to provide internal and external communications when circumstances occur that impact the Postal Service’s ability to accept, process or deliver mail (such as natural disasters, power outages, fires, terrorist activity, etc.).  

Previously information about postal facilities impacted by these situations had been posted on the USPS’ Rapid Information Bulletin Board System (RIBBS), but the workgroup had made some recommendations that the USPS provide the information through its web site in a more comprehensive, timely, and inclusive manner.

Ms. Turner reported that the MTC plan’s goal is to provide consistent, timely and accurate messaging about impacts on postal facilities that affect postal business customers.  She explained that the system would be used to communicate information during “incidents” and “situations.”  Incidents are defined by the USPS as high level emergencies that are either national in scope or impact multiple geographic areas, and are long-term crises that are man made, not normal, and may require activation of the USPS’ National Operations Center (NOC), such as terror attacks, bombs, etc.

Situations are defined as less serious, but may impact customer service and postal operations within an area or between areas/districts.  Examples include severe weather, strikes, or major disruptions to postal facilities (such as fire, power outages, etc.).

Ms. Turner said the communication plan is in place in all districts, areas, and at the national level.  She reviewed the process and reporting flow for the information, beginning with a report by local management, through a variety of logistics, security and public affairs personnel, and including USPS operations support, emergency preparedness and headquarters public affairs office.  The output messaging would result on usps.com and also on RIBBS.

Ms. Turner briefly reviewed some data from the recent Southeast and Southwest hurricanes in terms of impact on postal facilities and ability to provide customers with information.  She noted that in the Southeast area, it took 48 hours for the districts to assess their offices; 72 hours to locate all USPS employees; there were many inaccessible roads, destroyed cell towers making communications difficult, but information was obtained from the district twice a day and posted within an hour on the USPS’ web site once the communication process began.  She noted that in emergencies such as that, the USPS will deliver all mail that has some kind of receptacle with an address on it, and will hold all other mail until the customer can erect a receptacle or file a change of address.

In the Southwest area, the area office was notified of the impacted postal facilities each morning, then it took 1-2 hours to consolidate information, several hours to contact each affected operation, and ultimately the information was posted on the web site within eight hours.  Ms. Turner cautioned that mailers need to follow the instructions provided by the USPS on the web site.  In addition, customers should provide their local BSNs with their e-mail address.  Mailers should e-mail concerns to the BSN for follow-up, and, lastly, exercise patience in these situations.

Ms. Turner reported that the next steps are to ensure that customer communication needs are achieved, develop a method to obtain 5-digit impacted area information, and communicate the plan nationwide.  The workgroup asked what will happen for those mailers that do not have access to the BSN.  The USPS said that it is considering allowing some type of access to the BSN for smaller mailers.  The USPS also said it would attempt to reach other mailers through the MTAC roster and communications.

Workgroup members emphasized that the communications plan and mechanism needs to be in place on weekends and during holidays as well.  Ms. Turner acknowledged that initially during the recent hurricanes in the Gulf Coast area the USPS had problems with that issue, but said that the system now has been improved.  Kathy Siviter asked how long the facility status data is archived on the USPS’ site since there are times that mailers may want to access the information some time later in order to document conditions in postal facilities where response rates may have been impacted, etc.  Ms. Turner said she will check on that.

Ms. Turner asked that workgroup members provide her with feedback on the communications plan (e-mail to yvette.m.turn@usps.gov), as well as information on their needs in these types of situations in terms of data.

DMM Redesign
Pat McCabe, USPS, updated the workgroup on the status of the USPS Domestic Mail Manual (DMM) redesign initiative.  He thanked those members of the workgroup that volunteered to participate in focus groups or individual surveys concerning the redesign.  In addition, the USPS has conducted employee interviews and focus groups with the DMM 300.

The DMM 300 will replace the current DMM issue 58, Mr. McCabe reported.  He said that the new DMM primarily is organized around the shape of the mailpiece, then within shape the next category is the mail class, then the topic.  He briefly reviewed a handout that showed a high level view of the Table of Contents.

Rather than using a goal of reducing the size of the DMM, as had been done previously, the USPS with the DMM 300 uses repetition of language in order to improve usability and reduce the number of cross-references and flipping between sections that users must do to obtain all the necessary information on a particular topic.  Mr. McCabe acknowledged that the hardcopy version of the new DMM will be longer than the previous issue, but noted that DMM distribution in hardcopy continues to reduce and now primarily consists of USPS postal facilities.

The USPS noted that changes to the DMM are occurring at a much more frequent rate than in the past, which requires more frequent updates of the manual.  With the consistency issues being discussed in this workgroup, the USPS has instructed its employees to use the online version of the manual as much as possible because it is updated monthly so the information is more current.  Mr. McCabe agreed that USPS managers authoring the DMM will need to be more disciplined with the new version so that changes are reflected in every pertinent section. 

The USPS has conducted usability testing with BMEU employees and customers on the new DMM and will continue to conduct testing on a regular basis during different phases of the development.  Mr. McCabe reported that the DMM index is the number one file accessed from Postal Explorer, so the USPS is working on how to improve the index.

The USPS plans to publish the first version of the DMM 300 in early 2005.  Mr. McCabe noted that this will give a chance for USPS employees and mailers to become familiar with the new format well in advance of the rate case changes.  Cross-references to previously used DMM section numbers will appear in the DMM 300 so that users can track changes.

First Class Mail and Standard Mail Content
Sherry Freda presented an overview of the current First-Class Mail and Standard Mail content eligibility standards followed by a review of the proposed rule concerning First-Class Mail and Standard Mail eligibility. She reviewed the sources of postal standards, which consist of statutes, the Domestic Mail Classification Schedule (DMCS), Domestic Mail Manual (DMM), and Customer Support Rulings.  In terms of current basic eligibility standards, she reviewed the types of matter than must be mailed at First-Class Mail rates, which include:


-bills/statements of account


-matter sealed against inspection


-matter wholly or partially in handwriting or typewriting


-matter having character of actual/personal correspondence

Ms. Freda noted that in its proposed rule, the USPS uses the “more modern term” of “personal information.”

For Standard Mail, the current basic eligibility standards are that the mailpiece weigh less than 16 ounces and the contents are not required to be mailed First-Class Mail.

Ms. Freda noted that in its proposed rule, the USPS does not propose any substantive changes to the First-Class Mail section, except reorganization for clarity purposes to bring standards back together in keeping with the DMM redesign format for DMM 300.  For Standard Mail, the proposed rule reorganizes the section for clarity, and also provides for when “personal information” is allowed, by establishing an exclusive purpose test.  Ms. Freda said the exclusive purpose test is consistent with what the USPS did in the 1980's when computers brought more personalization to direct marketing.  She noted that companies have more and more information available to use to make messages relevant to the recipient.  She said the USPS believes that personalization can be used to make messages more relevant in Standard Mail.

Ms. Freda said that when the USPS developed the language in the proposed rule, it conducted user testing and asked people to use the language to assess mailpieces and rule on the class, which scored about 96 percent in the initial set of examples.  A tougher set of examples still scored very high, she reported.

Ms. Freda said that redesigning the DMM will help improve consistency and accuracy, and changing the rule will provide much clearer instruction, updated to address the complexity of mailpieces.  Training also will be a big issue since as mailpieces get more complex, humans tend to try and categorize them for simplicity and then begin making generalizations that all pieces in that category be classified the same, when that is not always the case.  She reported that the USPS already is conducting training on the existing rules and is instructing employees to make their decisions according to the mailpiece and the standards.

When asked if the USPS intends to maintain the centralized approach to classification rulings that it adopted while the proposed rules are being crafted, Ms. Freda said that the USPS is looking at different business models and ways to work.

Ed Gleiman urged the USPS to consider publishing a second proposed rule in the Federal Register, as several major associations have requested.  He suggested that “explicit advertisement” is a judgment call that hinges on the larger question of how “actual and personal correspondence” is defined.  He asked if the USPS has done any research on the intent of the original legislative language in Title 30.  How would the USPS rule on a birthday card with a date of birth on it, or would a birthday card on its own be considered personal information? What about the numbers used on the backs of catalogs?  Is that customer number considered personal information?  Mr. Gleiman said that if the USPS does not address these issues, as well as providing mailers with a clear understanding of all the rulings that may need to be changed but were not listed in the original proposed rule, the USPS needs to consider the potential impact on mail volumes as a result.

Ms. Freda responded that much of what Mr. Gleiman mentioned is okay to go as Standard Mail today and will be okay tomorrow under the proposed rule.  She noted that the USPS is to look at the mailpiece and if it clearly is selling something it will qualify for Standard Mail rates.  She said that in the user testing the USPS conducted, if the sender was trying to promote a product/service or solicit donations, it was not hard to determine.  
Ms. Freda said that the USPS has developed process charts to help its employees make classification decisions under the proposed rules and will share those materials with industry when it conducts its training.  She also noted that the USPS is updating its CSRs.

On the issue of nonprofit mail, Ms. Freda said the USPS learned some things from the comments in terms of the exclusive purpose of the mailpiece causing problems for nonprofit mailers.  Carolyn Emigh said that while the nonprofit community appreciates the USPS’ effort to improve clarity, nonprofit mailers particularly need tools to provide classification rulings earlier in the mailpiece production process before the expense has been incurred.  She noted that the exclusive purpose test is a generally accepted accounting principle that when an activity involves fundraising and conveys public information, certain things have to be included in the mailpiece – it can not be exclusively a solicitation or it can’t be allocated appropriately.  Ms. Freda said that was a good point that was raised in about 350 of the comments received.

Wanda Senne asked if Ms. Freda’s office had reviewed the brochure used by Canada Post to help define addressed advertising mail.  Ms. Freda said the USPS did get the information and there were some good ideas gained from it, but noted that how to train effectively is the question.

Mr. Raymond suggested that some concerns might be addressed if the USPS’ final rule would include a carefully written statement of policy that explains the thinking behind the rules so that acceptance personnel will know what was meant.  Ms. Freda said the USPS hopes to incorporate that thinking in its CSRs as well.  She noted that sometimes when the USPS uses the term “personal information” it does so to use modern plain language and avoid saying the longer “actual and personal correspondence,” but said that some immediately think of “personalization” when they hear “personal information,” which is good today and good tomorrow.  She stressed that the inclusion of personal information in mailpieces in no way precludes the practice of personalization to target markets and that the USPS needs to emphasize the message.
MERLIN Web Site Redesign
Pritha Mehra told the group that the USPS on November 15 plans to release the first version of the redesigned MERLIN web site.  She asked that workgroup members provide comment on the contents and format as soon as possible.  If comments are received quickly, some changes could be incorporated into the November 15 release, otherwise they could be included in a January release.  

Ms. Mehra stressed that the first version is only the beginning and that more redesign is in the works.  Of the drafts handed out at the meeting, she noted that the quality and appeals section still need work and will be revised before the first version is released.  She said that the site will be linked with the new DMM when that is published, and noted that the MPTQM section has been completely redesigned.  She told the workgroup that her group is working with operations to be able to later add some enhancements that were discussed by the workgroup, such as providing the BMEU locator and critical entry time information.

BMEU Training/Proficiency
Ms. Mehra also updated the workgroup on some revisions to the USPS BMEU proficiency program.  The existing program relies on using mystery callers and BMEU surveys.  Under the mystery caller program, 100 calls per district per quarter are placed to BMEUs and personnel are tested on various aspects of the call (technical knowledge, helpfulness, consistency, etc.).  The USPS mails out 100,000 BMEU surveys every quarter, which represent 28 percent of the weighted scoring. The mystery caller represents 72 percent of the weighting formula used to score the BMEU proficiency.

Ms. Mehra reported that BMEU proficiency has been added to the district level marketing managers performance measurement system, and now is a mandatory aspect of their performance management.  Her group also is working closely with Mailing Standards, she told the workgroup, to use technology more to drive messaging to the BMEUs.  

Ms. Mehra said the USPS is doing web cast training every month, and recently has completed MERLIN training via web cast.  She noted that training is a big issue toward achieving and maintaining consistency.  The USPS is working on a comprehensive overhaul of training with mandatory training for all BMEU personnel, competency testing and improved visibility.

Mr. Raymond asked if the USPS would make available to customers the materials it uses for training its acceptance personnel. Ms. Mehra said employee training would be based on the content of the redesigned DM-109, which will be available to mailers. 

Ms. Mehra also reported that Business Mail Acceptance and the BSN are increasing their integration in terms of issue reporting structures. The workgroup briefly discussed how mailers could use the iBSN to track requests for classification rulings during the mailpiece design stage.

Outstanding Issues
Sue Taylor reviewed the document prepared for the workgroup concerning the status of the issues identified during the workgroup meetings.  She suggested that the USPS could add target dates for those items that are doable, note which are not doable, and those that currently are being addressed so that the document will show what is done and what still is pending.

The USPS noted that on the list of missing publications from the USPS’ web site, prepared by Leo Raymond, the USPS would like to see a prioritization of which publications the group most wanted made available on the web site because the existing list is too long.  Mr. Raymond said he would be glad to prioritize the publications with some assistance from the workgroup to ensure the needs of all are reflected in the ranking.  Ms. Mehra noted that as new areas are added to the BMA web site, the appropriate publications are being posted there.

Communications Plan
Ms. Taylor briefly reviewed a draft of the communications plan that initially had been developed by a subgroup then expanded on during discussions.  The USPS would like more clarification as to specific publications being referenced, owners of e-mail distribution lists to be used, ways to address different sized business audiences (e.g., small mailers versus large mailers), some changes to the timing guidelines, separating out the recommendations for other functional areas, and a general elaboration on the chart elements.  Ms. Siviter agreed to work with the subgroup to flesh out the plan further and make the requested changes.

Next Meeting
The group tentatively agreed to meet on the Monday or Tuesday preceding the next MTAC meeting (the date for which has not yet been set).  A subgroup or the full group may meet by telecon prior to that to further discuss the communication plan.

