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MAILING & SHIPPING

Thinking Outside And Inside The Box

T
here are 226,187 different decorative pil-
lows for shoppers to browse on Amazon.
Digital marketplaces that sell goods from a
variety of sellers, like Amazon, Etsy, and

eBay, provide consumers with far more options for
products than even the biggest physical superstore.
And although an increasing number of online sell-
ers and consumers are connected across the world,
the ecommerce environment can make it difficult
for sellers — referred to as shippers in this paper
— to diferentiate themselves from the competition
and earn repeat customers.

Shippers selling goods through digital market-
places lack control over their online visibility. The
shipper’s product shows up in a search result on a
digital marketplace, but the shipper does not have
much control over where on the list of competing
products its goods show up. This lack of control
continues into delivery of the item. Parcels from a
digital marketplace are often packed along with
other, unrelated items in a box labeled with the
marketplace’s logo, rather than the shipper’s. This
lack of control over the packaging, shipping, and
delivery of the item is important. If a parcel is de-
layed or damaged in transit, customers might
blame the shipper, however unfair. When custom-
ers complain to the third-party seller, it could af-
fect the shipper’s rating or rank in search results.
Furthermore, it can be difficult to establish loyalty
and brand allegiance. When a customer goes to
make a repeat purchase, they might choose a
different seller that appears higher in the search
results.

One way shippers can better
establish themselves and foster
direct customer feedback is by
reclaiming the shipping pro-
cess and differentiating them-
selves through package
enhancements. This can foster
brand memorability, which
could lead to customers return-
ing to the product or brand
when they are looking to buy
more. The U.S. Postal Service,
as a parcel carrier and innova-
tor, could help companies dif-
ferentiate themselves by
promoting these enhancements and making them
more accessible to shippers both small and large.

The Postal Service as an
Innovator: Past and Future

The tremendous growth of ecommerce has trans-
lated into growth for all carriers, and the Postal
Service is no exception. Its shipping and package
revenue grew 63 percent from 2011 to 2016. As
parcel volume has increased, the Postal Service
has innovated its service to remain competitive. In
2004, the Postal Service revolutionized the pay-
ment and ease of shipping by introducing the Pri-
ority Mail Flat Rate Box. With the tagline, “if it
fits, it ships,” the Postal Service made estimating
costs easy for small businesses and home shippers.

Although a plain cardboard box or padded enve-
lope gets the job done, it is a missed opportunity
for a shipper to connect with the recipient. An
eye-catching or technologically savvy parcel could
make a positive impression on the recipient the
second they see it on their doorstep. Parcel innova-
tions can connect recipients with a shipper’s
website or serve as a conduit for gathering cus-
tomer feedback. The Postal Service could help
shippers take advantage of packaging and the de-
livery experience to set themselves apart and build
customer loyalty.

To learn more about parcel technologies and in-
novations, the U.S. Postal Service Office of In-
spector General (OIG) attended industry events
and met with stakeholders in parcel delivery and
advertising innovation. The research highlighted
two broad categories for parcel enhancements:
those placed on the outside of the parcel and those
placed inside the parcel.

Outside-the-box innovations use the box as a
platform to engage recipients. Integrated technolo-
gies — augmented reality (AR), quick response
(QR) codes, and near field communication (NFC)
— lead recipients to digital content through mobile
phones.

Temperature and security sensors provide deliv-
ery information to the recipient, such as whether
the package was opened or damaged en route. Cre-
ative branding and high tech designs, such as a box
that lights up when picked up, could also delight
recipients, inspiring them to share their experience
with friends and family.

Inside-the-box innovations use the parcel to in-
crease mailing opportunities. An idea this paper

calls “Parcel Connect” enables recipients to use
mailings to continue the conversation about a par-
cel they have received. An idea called “Delivering
Thanks” capitalizes on opportunities to make
thank you notes easier to use.

Harnessing Customer Feedback
The integrated technology enhancements in this

paper offer rich opportunities for shippers to solicit
customer feedback and observe the preferences of
their customers. For example, a company could
design a short, multiple-choice survey, ask a spe-
cific question about the product line, or provide an
opportunity for free-form written feedback on the
product. In addition, the shipper could collect indi-
rect feedback from integrated technologies, such
as tracking how customers navigate through their
mobile website or AR application, which could
help the shipper optimize mobile browsing. An-
other feedback opportunity would be to ask cus-
tomers how and how often they would like to be
contacted about new products and sales. This
could improve the quality of future mailing lists
and lead to higher return on investment (ROI).

Encouraging recipient feedback via parcel inno-
vations could also allow shippers to create a stron-
ger relationship with the Postal Service. Currently,
the Postal Service primarily measures recipient
satisfaction through complaints it receives directly
from recipients or from small businesses who call
into the Customer Care Center. Parcel innovations
offer a way for shippers to aggregate complaints
that affect their customers’ satisfaction and com-

municate them to the Postal
Service, rather than going
through the same call lines as
recipients. Shippers can collect
delivery experience feedback
through integrated technology
to provide new perspective on
what works and where there
might be room for
improvement in the end-to-end
delivery process.

For example, a QR code
could link to a satisfaction sur-
vey, where customers could
note if a sensor on the parcel
registered temperatures out-

side the safe range. Fostering a customer-focused
dialogue between the shipper and the Postal Ser-
vice could potentially resolve parcel recipients’
complaints more efficiently by avoiding duplica-
tive complaints through the Customer Care Center.
It would also strengthen the Postal Service’s
collaboration with shippers.

Why Would the Postal Service Encourage
Parcel Enhancements?

As a result of the growth in online shopping,
competitors abound in the delivery space. Not only
do traditional shipping companies own large
shares of the market, but new players have begun
to offer fast deliveries through innovative business
models that make getting a package a bit like using
an app to order a taxi. It is no longer enough for
carriers to offer just low prices and dependable ser-
vice. They have to distinguish their services in
other ways. By enabling shippers to take advan-
tage of parcel innovations, the Postal Service could
set its shipping services apart from its competitors.

Because of the Postal Service’s success in pro-
moting innovations in mail, it is well suited to
incentivize similar applications on the parcel. As
both a delivery service and provider of packaging
materials, the Postal Service could help shippers
rethink parcels, turning them into an opportunity to
try physical advertising. Parcel enhancement op-
portunities for shippers could include design ele-
ments or integrated technology outside the box,
add-on mail campaigns inside the box, or coordi-
nated campaigns that use both mail and parcel de-
sign. This use of physical advertising could inspire
shippers to integrate ad mail into their marketing
mix. The Postal Service could promote this con-
nection between the parcel and advertising by con-
necting parcel enhancements and related mail
campaigns, offering discounts to companies who
use both.

Although other carriers could offer similar en-
hancements to shippers, the Postal Service could
be the first to make them widely accessible and has
the benefit of being able to combine the power of
advertising on the parcel with advertising in the
mailbox.

Editor's Note: This article is the executive sum-
mary of a report from the Office of the Inspector
General, U.S. Postal Service. The remainder of the
paper describes the suggested enhancements in
detail; see the full report at www.mailomg.com.

UPU’s Integrated
Product Plan And U.S.
International Mailers
By Merry Law
President
WorldVu LLC

The Universal Postal Union
(UPU), is the primary forum for co-
operation among national postal
designated operators. Among other
activities, it sets the rules for inter-
national mail exchanges with rules
and regulations set out for Letter
Mail and Parcel Post. The 192
member countries meet in a qua-
drennial Congress, most recently in
Istanbul in October 2016, to set
policy and direction for the UPU.

At the Istanbul Congress, a pro-
posal for an Integrated Product Plan
was passed. This document will
form the basis of changes to the
regulations for international letter
mail, beginning in Janu-
ary 2018. The changes
will apply to mail to and
from the United States,
but any UPU actions re-
quiring changes to
USPS mailing require-
ments are reviewed and
implemented according
to US laws and proce-
dures. Domestic mail is
not affected by UPU
regulations.

But the changes are
substantial and any mailer sending
items internationally needs to be
aware of what’s coming.

The goals of the IPP should pro-
vide more consistency in postal
products and treatment among all
countries.

The IPP will be enacted in two
phases if the current plan is fol-
lowed, with the first in January
2018, and the second in January
2020, following an extraordinary
UPU meeting of all countries later
in 2018.

Those goals are to:
* eliminate the product and

weight silos in the current UPU ser-
vice requirements,

* establish postal service catego-
ries based on the content of postal
items (documents or goods),

* provide consistency across a 0 –
30 kg weight range,

* be compliant with security and
customs requirements for elec-
tronic advanced data (EAD) and

* align remuneration and tariffs
with the level of service provided.

Beginning in January 2018,
postal items will be differentiated
as “documents” or “goods”. Since
postal items will be differentiated
by content, a definition for both
documents and goods has been in-
troduced into the UPU Acts.

The broad definitions in the
Acts, below, are not precise.
There is no current plan to de-
velop more detailed definitions by
the UPU. Whether the definitions
that each country will develop
will differ from each other or from
the definitions of goods and docu-
ments used for customs is not
known at this time.

* Definition of “documents” in
the UPU Acts: “a letter-post, par-
cel-post or EMS item consisting of
any piece of written, drawn, printed
or digital information, excluding
objects of merchandise, whose
physical specifications lie within
the limits specified in the
Regulations”

* Definition of “goods” in the
Acts: “a letter-post, parcel-post or
EMS item consisting of any tangi-
ble and movable object other than
money, including objects of mer-
chandise, which does not fall under
the definition of "documents" as
provided in paragraph 1.4 above
and whose physical specifications
lie within the limits specified in the
Regulations”

The definition for the
letter format (“E”) will
be amended to small
packets containing
goods up to a weight of
2 kilograms (4.4
pounds) will be classi-
fied letter-post items.
The definition of small
letters (“P”) and large
letters (“G”) will be
amended in the Letter
Post Regulation and
their content will be re-
stricted to documents

only up to a total weight of 500
grams (1.1 pounds). As of January
2018, flats sent to other countries
cannot contain goods.

A “menu approach” will be used
for service level, price and
value-added services. The
value-added services will apply to
both document and goods catego-
ries.

The menu includes payment on
delivery, tracking, signature on de-
livery, consignment service, deliv-
ery options, insurance, express
delivery service, delivery to the ad-
dressee in person (for trackable
items), registration, merchandise
return service, international busi-
ness reply service, and free of
charges and fees delivery service.
(There are details still to be
decided.)

Future customs and security re-
quirements will make the provision
of electronic advance data (EAD)
mandatory on all postal items con-
taining goods. This will require an
amendment of the Letter Post

Regulation and make the applica-
tion of the UPU’s S10 barcode
identifier to small packets obliga-
tory. While the USPS anticipated
regulations will take priority for US
mailers, more information on this
barcode is available on the UPU
website. It is scheduled to become
effective January 1, 2018.

Every country will make any nec-
essary changes to their postal rules
or regulations to meet the require-
ments of the UPU’s IPP for interna-
tional mail.

Watch for announcements of
changes from the USPS to the In-
ternational Mail Manual (IMM).

Parcel enhancement
opportunities for shippers

could include design
elements or integrated
technology outside the

box, add-on mail
campaigns inside the box,
or coordinated campaigns

that use both mail and
parcel design.

The changes are
substantial and

any mailer
sending items
internationally

needs to be
aware of what’s

coming.

UPS Installs Beacons In Cars
To Improve Loading Accuracy

ATLANTA, GA – United Parcel Ser-
vice (UPS) is installing electronic
beacons in its package cars to notify
workers if they have placed an item
in the wrong delivery vehicle. The
initiative, known as Preload Smart
Scan, is part of a suite of UPS pro-
jects that will use technology to er-
ror-proof package processing
operations to ensure timely deliv-
ery and customer satisfaction.

Preload Smart Scan uses
Bluetooth-enabled beacons that
communicate with package-scan-
ning devices worn by UPS employ-
ees loading packages onto vehicles.
The scanners, which read package
labels, are programed to know
where a package belongs in a spe-
cific vehicle. The beacons, mean-
while, send signals that are unique
to certain vehicles and their posi-
tion within the vehicle. The scan-
ners detect those signals. If a
package enters the wrong vehicle,
the scanner will notify the loader of
the error.

Misloaded packages waste time
and money and can cause UPS to
miss its service commitments.
Drivers with misloaded packages
on board often have to travel miles
out of their way to correct the mis-
takes. But, in locations where the
beacons are installed, UPS already

is avoiding miles driven to re-route
misloaded packages.

“This is an important step toward
improving accuracy in our opera-
tion,” said John Dodero, UPS vice
president of industrial engineering.
“It raises the level of service we
provide to our customers. It also
makes us more efficient and gener-
ates valuable cost savings.”

Preload Smart Scan is one of doz-
ens of projects under the UPS
EDGE (Enhanced Dynamic Global
Execution) program, which uses
data and technology to enhance op-
erations inside the company’s facil-
ities and on delivery routes. It aids
planning and execution and enables
better decisions throughout the
company’s operations.

UPS delivers nearly 20 million
packages and documents a day and
recognizes that misloads drive inef-
ficiency and potentially create
problems for customers who rely
on UPS to deliver on time. The
company anticipates that Preload
Smart Scan will lead to a 70-per-
cent reduction in misloads.

The application required a cus-
tomized high-tech solution. Off-
the-shelf beacons were inadequate
due to their broad signal range and
the close proximity of UPS package
cars during morning loading.
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