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Tracking In Difficult Times - Protecting Your Year-End 
Mailings with Mail Tracking 
The 2020 fall mailing season – November through January – was 
a difficult experience. The Postal Service was struggling with high 
absenteeism and an unprecedented volume of packages due to 
COVID-19.  Marketing mail was missing delivery dates by weeks – 
sometimes months.  First-In, First-Out control was lost, and some mailings 
from late October sat long after later mailings were delivered.  Even First-
Class Mail was losing its way, and responses were often slow to come 
in, stuck in the Postal abyss.  Of course, print and mail service providers 
were under intense pressure from their customers.  They weren’t getting 
donations or any other kind of response.  Where was the mail?  

Naturally, my first response is that they should have tracked their mail, 
but that oversimplifies it a bit.  There are many elements to mail tracking 
and different styles of tracking that may be valuable.  Our objective here 
is to provide a more detailed guide to using mail tracking in the mailing 
season ahead.

Will Fall 2021 be better?   
There are certainly challenges, and consistently heavy volume of 
packages and new transportation hubs being implemented makes it 
hard to say.  The only way to be in control is by tracking your mail.
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How Mail Tracking Works – The Crash Course 
Mail Tracking is provided by the Postal Service using the Informed 
Visibility® program.  By encoding the Intelligent Mail barcode (IMb) 
printed on every piece of commercial mail in a certain way, the mail 
piece will be detected as it passes through the sorting machine in the 
Postal system.  This scan information will be sent to the mailer, enabling 
the mailer to follow their mail through the system, leaving a trail of 
breadcrumbs.  Each piece of mail may go through three-to-five different 
sorting machines, possibly even more. In the end, the mailer  
is left with a pile of breadcrumbs that need to be managed,  
interpreted, and sorted.  That’s where mail tracking service providers  
like SnailWorks come in, turning all those scans into usable reports.

With Informed Visibility, there is more than piece tracking data available 
as well.  The trays that mail pieces are transported in, also  
have their own version of an IMb, as well as the container or pallet those 
trays are carried on – even the trucks.  These are also scanned as they 
travel through the Postal system.  The Informed Visibility system links 
all these components into an organized whole, working with a variety 
of scans and the information provided by the mailer in their electronic 
documents - their eDocs.  

The Informed Visibility program shares information on where mail pieces 
are, where their containers are, and even when replies are coming in.  
This is the information you need to keep control of your mail and bring 
peace of mind to your clients.
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Following Your Mail

Of course, you want to know if and when your mail is delivered, but there 
are other stages at which you can follow it, particularly when there are 
Postal Service problems.  The path of a typical piece of letter mail is below:

The first scan shown is when the mail was accepted in Anaheim, 
California, at 9:49 PM on March 26.  Subsequent scans show the mail 
arriving and being sorted in Baltimore, Maryland, and ultimately being 
delivered in Frederick just after noon on March 29.  You’ll note that the 
first three scans shown in California are “assumed” scans.  This means 
that the piece itself wasn’t scanned, but the container it was traveling in 
was, and the container scan was “assumed” to the piece by referencing 
the eDoc.  Understanding this mail path is helpful in analyzing 
challenged mailings.

Keeping an Overview of All Your Mailings

The SnailWorks platform provides reports on the delivery status for all 
pieces you have in the mail and can also alert you when a mailing is not 
meeting expectations.  The Daily Delivery Report provides a quick view 
of the mail you are tracking and can be automatically emailed to you.  
This notification can be set to notify you based on mail delivered or mail 
that has received its first scan.  
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You can also create a Late Delivery Exception Report that will alert you 
when a mailing’s performance seems to be in trouble.  You can select 
what you consider “late” by class of mail, as well as what percentage of 
a product you want to see delivered before that late date.  If the mailing 
appears to be running late you will automatically get a notification. 

Looking for Trouble

When you or your client are concerned about a mailing you can 
systematically explore the tracking data for the job to better ascertain 
exactly what is going on.   

When you view a job, the first thing you will generally look for is simply 
how much has been delivered so far.  



If you have delivery in some areas, and not in others, looking at a state or 
map breakdown can be helpful in identifying a local issue. 

Digging into 
Your Mail 
Tracking 
Reports

If you cannot figure out what is going on with your mail, the SnailWorks mail 
tracking experts can help you look through a vast array of reports that will 
help you identify delivery problems.
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Tracking More than Mail Pieces

Of course, you want to know if and when your mail is delivered, but there 
are other stages at which you can follow it, particularly when there are 
Postal Service problems.  The path of a typical piece of letter mail is below:

Taking Action When Trouble is Found

Most mailers look to communicate with two parties when mail is 
snagged:

•	 The Postal Service
•	 Their customer 

Only the Postal Service has a real chance of getting your delayed 
mail moving.  Armed with detailed tracking data from their own system 
(IV), you can be very specific about the problems that exist and the 
resolution you want.  In an overloaded fall mailing season, mailers with 
the greatest visibility are most likely to be prioritized.  SnailWorks reports 
identify exactly what facilities are involved and often what stage of 
processing the mail is in. 
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Your customer needs some reassurance from you that you have some 
insight into specifically where their mail is and when it might be delivered.  
You cannot always get the mail moving any faster but at least your 
customer knows that you are providing what you promised.  

Not every mail delay is definitively identified or resolved.  However, there is 
still peace of mind and a sense of control in knowing where the mail is. 

Tracking Response Mail 

Ensuring that outgoing mail is delivered is most mailers’ first concern, but 
just as important is the response coming back.  Fundraisers, in particular, 
depend on inbound reply mail for their biggest donations. 

In busy times, we have seen processing of BRM fall to the bottom of 
the priority list for some postal units, with reply mail accumulating at the 
Post Office.  We have helped clients clear up a few of these roadblocks 
in this past year. Beyond worrying about the speed of delivery, inbound 
tracking also allows you to get counts on mailed responses almost 
immediately.  Receiving quick response data is essential in today’s 
direct response environment.  

SnailWorks offers very simple solutions for tracking responses.  In most 
cases, just a simple barcode change makes your reply mail trackable.
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Don’t Be Caught Off Guard this Mailing Season  
With so many changes occurring at the Postal Service, no one can 
predict how they will perform in the high-volume fall and holiday season, 
but you can be prepared: 

	 •	 Keep an eye on all of your mailings and be proactive in identifying 		
		  possible delivery issues.
	 •	 Know how to dig into a mailing when concerned – determine 
		  if issues are national or local. Lean on your tracking provider to 
		  help interpret.
	 •	 Track response, too. Keep cash flow secure and response rates 		
		  available.
	 •	 Work through delivery problems with the Postal Service armed with 	
		  detailed reporting. Keep open lines of communications with your 
		  customers – they count on you to be their postal Sherpa.  

The mailing industry depends on a busy fall season – that’s when we 
thrive. Stay in control and keep your customers informed with mail 
tracking. It’s more important now than ever.


