Assessment of Agencies in Adopting Industry Best Practices

The main focus of the agency interviews was the Initiative. The questions were formulated to also gain insight to the agencies' mail management practices. Agencies were generally open in sharing information about their operations.

As noted earlier, agency mail managers have considerable experience in their roles. The average time in mail operations was 9.1 years and the median was 8 years, consistent with the mailing industry as a whole.

The most common tool to reduce expenses was the use of presort services. Several of the agencies were clients of the presort operation at the Department of the Navy. Others required contract lettershops and printers to maximize postage discounts as part of their services. Most district or satellite offices were considered too small to benefit from presort services.

A few agencies had begun to use third parties to drop-ship mail. Contractors such as R.R. Donnelly, SmartMail and UPS Mail Innovations, consolidate standard mailings and enter the mail into the USPS workflow closer to the final recipient. These services are limited to those pieces that qualify as Standard Mail. 

An interesting note is a comparison of the level of expense tracking by agencies using commercial systems to those agencies using OMAS. Generally, the agencies using commercial systems were more progressive, and tracked all expenses to a detail level. Of the agencies still with OMAS, less than half of the agencies tracked expenses below the agency level.

The most common weakness among the agencies was a lack of knowledge of postage payment systems outside of OMAS. For example, agencies were concerned about the additional expenses they would incur due to the requirement of opening permits at different locations. In actuality, agencies are already charged for Business Reply Mail permits in each location that they have that service. This charge is included in the OMAS reports, but appears to be overlooked.

For several of the agencies, mail is only one of many responsibilities of the manager. With multiple priorities (e.g., recruitment, budgeting and homeland security), postal expenditures are given little attention. This attitude also correlates with less experience in agency mail management.

Critique

The level of professionalism among agency mail managers is on par with their peers in the private sector. A few agencies are aggressively managing the federal postage dollar and enabling cost-based budgeting. Overall, there exists a desire to do a good job within the confines of what is expected.

However, in today's environment, being "good" is not good enough. Agency mail managers should strive for excellence in their operations. The President's Management Agenda challenges agencies to implement bold strategies for improving the management and performance of federal government. Managers are expected to produce and have access to detailed information to make better decisions.

Two of the leading management techniques of the last decade – Total Quality Management (TQM) and Six Sigma – are based on accurate and detailed measurements. The value of this information, like cost per piece, must be recognized as an important part of effective mail management. Agencies cannot know where to effectively focus improvement efforts if they do not know where the problems exist.

Further, agency mail managers should be encouraged to seek out professional certification. Of the 25 mail managers interviewed, none had achieved the Certified Mail and Distribution Systems Manager (CMDSM) or the Certified Mail Manager (CMM) designations. These are the two highest independent certifications in the industry. Education and certification are the hallmarks of excellence in mail management.

