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Highlights
Objective
Our objective was to evaluate the U.S. Postal Service’s service performance of 
Election and Political Mail during the November 2020 general election. We also 
evaluated the handling of mail for the Georgia Senate runoff election held on 
January 5, 2021.

Election Mail is any mailpiece that an authorized election official creates for voters 
participating in the election process and includes ballots and voter registration 
materials. Political Mail is any mailpiece created by a registered political 
candidate, a campaign committee, or committee of a political party for political 
campaign purposes.

Depending on the preference of the customer, Election and Political Mail can be 
sent as either First‑Class Mail, which typically takes 2 to 5 days to be delivered, 
or Marketing Mail, which typically takes 3 to 10 days to be delivered. However, 

ballots returned by voters are generally 
sent as First‑Class Mail. While 
Marketing Mail has longer processing 
and delivery timeframes, it costs 
the customer less than First‑Class 
Mail. Historically, as election day 
draws nearer, the Postal Service has 
processed Election Mail in line with 
First‑Class Mail delivery standards, 
even if it was sent as Marketing Mail.

The Postal Service plays a vital role 
in the American democratic process 
and this role continues to grow as 
the volume of Election and Political 
Mail increases. Due to the COVID‑19 
pandemic, there was an increase in the 
number of Americans who voted by mail 
in the 2020 general election. According 

to the U.S. Elections Project, there were over 159.6 million ballots counted in 
the 2020 general election. The Postal Service processed and delivered at least 
135 million identifiable ballots going to and coming from voters from September 1 
through November 3, 2020. It is important to note that election boards individually 
determine whether to integrate the use of barcodes in their mailing processes 
and that the Postal Service can currently only track the performance of processed 
mailpieces (i.e., sorted, transported, and delivered) if they have barcode mail 
tracking technology and receive required processing scans. The total number of 
ballots processed without a barcode is unknown.

We evaluated the Postal Service’s performance leading up to and during 
the November 2020 general election. To do so, in October, we conducted 
unannounced site visits at 102 processing plants and 1,710 delivery/retail 
units, covering all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. During 
the week of the general election, we conducted daily, announced site visits at 
27 processing plants and 56 delivery/retail units. We also observed international 
Election Mail operations at the Chicago, New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
and Miami International Service Centers (ISC) during the 2020 general election 
and Georgia Senate runoff election. Due to different processing procedures for 
international ballots, we will issue a separate report on the ISCs.

Finding
The Postal Service prioritized processing of Election Mail during the 2020 general 
election, significantly improving timeliness over the 2018 mid-term election 
even with significantly increased volumes of Election Mail in the mailstream. 
Although timeliness was slightly below goals, proper handling and timely 
delivery of all Election Mail, especially ballots, was the number one priority of the 
Postal Service. The Postal Service also leveraged high-cost efforts such as extra 
transportation and overtime to improve delivery performance. Further, while our 
site visits did identify some delayed Election Mail and compliance issues, the 
Postal Service took immediate corrective actions to address the identified issues. 
However, we did find opportunities for the Postal Service to increase the volume 
of ballots included in service performance and improve its internal communication 
on Election Mail guidance and processes.

“ The Postal Service 

prioritized processing of 

Election Mail during the 

2020 general election, 

significantly improving 

timeliness over the 

2018 mid-term election 

even with significantly 

increased volumes of 

Election Mail in the 

mailstream.”
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Additional Resources and Extraordinary Measures Implemented 
by the Postal Service
On August 18, 2020, the Postmaster General (PMG) reiterated the 
Postal Service’s critical role and commitment to delivering Election Mail, and 
stated that on October 1, 2020, the Postal Service would engage standby 
resources in all areas of operations, including transportation, to satisfy any 
unforeseen demand related to Election Mail. Additionally, the PMG expanded the 
Election Mail Task Force to include leaders of the postal unions and management 
associations to ensure that election officials and voters are well informed and fully 
supported by the Postal Service.

Further, on August 21, 2020, the Postal Service Board of Governors established a 
bipartisan Election Mail Committee to oversee the Postal Service’s support of the 
mail‑in voting process.

On September 21, 2020, a federal court 
required the Postal Service to implement 
several actions on September 25, 2020. 
This included treating all Election Mail as 
First‑Class Mail as capacity allows, even if 
sent as Marketing Mail; pre‑approving all 
overtime from October 26 through November 
6, 2020; and encouraging extra transportation 
for prompt delivery of Election Mail. Even 
though these requirements were set forth 
in the court order, the Postal Service has 
historically processed Election Mail in line 
with First‑Class Mail delivery standards as 
election day draws nearer and implemented 
extraordinary measures such as overtime and 
extra transportation as necessary.

On September 25, 2020, the Postal Service 
issued a directive authorizing and instructing 
the use of additional resources across 

operations, such as extra transportation and overtime, to ensure the timely 
processing, transportation, and delivery of Election Mail. 

Lastly, on October 26, 2020, the Postal Service implemented extraordinary 
measures to accelerate the delivery of ballots to ensure they were included in the 
election process. This included expedited delivery of ballots through Express Mail 
and postmarking and sorting ballots for local delivery at delivery units, rather than 
sending them to mail processing facilities.

We found overall extra transportation trips increased by 35.1 percent and 
overtime associated with mail processing, delivery, and customer service 
increased by 29.8 percent from September to October 2020.

Ballots Not Measured in Service Performance 
The Postal Service encouraged election officials to take advantage of its 
barcode tracking capabilities to increase the electronic visibility of ballots in the 
mailstream and to assist in the processing and delivery of ballots. However, the 
Postal Service was only able to measure service performance for 71.5 million (or 
52.9 percent) of the 135 million identifiable ballots in Postal Service data. This 
occurred, in part, because the Postal Service can measure service performance 
on ballots going to voters only if they are sent full‑service (i.e., ballots have a 
unique barcode) and receive necessary processing scans to provide end‑to‑end 
visibility into the mailstream. 

Specifically, about 43.5 million ballots were sent to voters without unique 
barcodes and thus were excluded from measurement. An additional 20.3 million 
ballots sent as full-service to voters, were excluded because they did not comply 
with business rules or were missing key scan data to be included in service 
performance measurement. 

Mailpieces can be excluded from service performance measurement because 
of mailer or Postal Service issues. While the Postal Service tracks reasons why 
full-service mailpieces are excluded from service performance measurement, 
they do not track them specifically for ballots. Therefore, they could not provide 
reasons why these full-service ballots were excluded from service performance 
measurement.

“ The Postal Service 

encouraged 

election officials 

to take advantage 

of its barcode 

tracking capabilities 

to increase the 

electronic visibility 

of ballots in the 

mailstream and 

to assist in the 

processing and 

delivery of ballots.”
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Service Performance of Election and Political Mail, and Ballots 
Delivered After Election 
From September 1 through November 3, 2020, the Postal Service processed 
almost 134 million Election Mail pieces included in service performance 
measurement (mailpieces with barcode mail tracking technology that received 
required processing scans for measuring performance) and over 1.6 billion 
Political Mail pieces included in service performance measurement. Election 
Mail was processed in time to meet its service standard 93.8 percent of the 
time, an increase of about 11 percentage points for Election Mail processed 
from the same time period in 2018. The on-time goal for Election Mail, generally 
sent as First‑Class Mail, is 96 percent. While Election Mail processed on time 
did not meet this goal, it exceeded all other First-Class Mail processed on 
time by 5.6 percentage points, showing prioritization of this mail. Further, the 
Postal Service has not met its First-Class Mail service goal in five years.

Conversely, identifiable and measurable Political Mail (e.g., advertisements 
for political candidates) was processed in time to meet its service standard 
91.9 percent of the time, a decrease of about 3 percentage points from the same 
time period in 2018. Political Mail is generally sent as Marketing Mail, which has 
an on-time goal of 91.8 percent. 

According to the Postal Service, 28,172 ballots were sent to voters from election 
offices within 4 days of the election. Sending out ballots this late does not typically 
provide the Postal Service the required time to process, transport, and deliver the 
ballots within the First‑Class Mail service standard of 2 to 5 days. However, due 
to extraordinary measures implemented by the Postal Service, over 94 percent of 
those ballots were delivered to voters on or before election day. Only 1,567 ballots 
were delivered to voters after the election, 1,548 of which were still delivered 
within service standards. During the week of the general election, 98.1 percent of 
identifiable ballots were processed in time to meet its service standard. 

Site Observations
During the month of October 2020, we conducted observations at processing 
facilities and delivery units across the country to determine if the Postal Service 

was processing and delivering Election Mail timely and complying with election 
procedures. While the majority of Election Mail observed was processed and 
delivered timely, we did identify issues with mail processing facilities and delivery/
retail units complying with election procedures such as not conducting daily 
all‑clear checks of Election Mail or postmarking all ballots as required. Some 
facilities had more than one compliance issue.

We identified compliance issues during 30 (or 29 percent) of the 102 mail 
processing facility observations, including: 

 ■ Election Mail pieces committed for delivery that day but remaining at the 
facility. This occurred during 21 observations and totaled 17,285 delayed 
mailpieces. Once identified, the Postal Service expedited the processing of 
the delayed mailpieces, and all were likely delivered by election day.

 ■ Facilities not completing daily all‑clear checks of Election Mail during seven 
observations.

 ■ Facilities not ensuring all ballots were postmarked during two observations.

 ■ Facilities not having an Election/Political Mail staging area during three 
observations.

We identified compliance issues during 234 (or about 14 percent) of the 
1,710 delivery/retail unit observations, including: 

 ■ Election Mail pieces committed for delivery that day but remaining at the unit. 
This occurred during 58 observations and totaled 25,911 delayed mailpieces. 
Once identified, the Postal Service expedited the delivery of the delayed 
mailpieces, and all were likely delivered by election day.

 ■ Units not completing daily all‑clear checks of Election Mail during 
103 observations. The units were required to complete a daytime and 
evening all-clear certification, but the Postal Service system only showed the 
time of the last certification entered for the day. While it is possible all-clear 
checks could have been completed at these units after our visit, there was no 
Postal Service record to verify the all‑clear checks occurred.
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 ■ Unit management not knowing or understanding Postal Service policy by 
saying they would not postmark a ballot, if a customer specifically requested it 
when mailing their ballot, during 67 observations.

 ■ Units not completing an Election/Political Mail log during 28 observations.

During the week of the election (November 2 through November 4, 2020), we 
conducted 81 mail processing observations at 27 facilities and 169 delivery/retail 
unit observations at 56 units, for a total of 250 observations. While compliance 
issues still existed, we only identified 760 delayed Election Mail mailpieces, all of 
which were delivered to election offices on or before election day.

We provided daily and weekly updates to the Postal Service management, 
Board of Governors, and Congress on the results of our observations, and the 
Postal Service took immediate corrective action to address the issues identified. 

While Postal Service management responded to challenges quickly, we did 
note that communication of Election Mail guidance and process changes did not 
always reach local facility management quickly and effectively. For example, local 
facility and unit management was not always aware of what time daily all‑clears 
had to be completed. Specifically, before the election, the Postal Service changed 

delivery/retail unit daily all-clear procedures to a two-phase certification. The 
first phase of certification was required by 2 p.m., which is after carriers left for 
delivery, while the second phase was required after carriers returned for the day. 
Some delivery unit managers were certifying the all‑clear of Election Mail prior 
to carriers leaving for the day. We reviewed nationwide data on daily all‑clear 
certifications and found 120,317 delivery/retail unit all-clear certifications (or 
15 percent of all certifications) were submitted before 8 a.m., indicating they were 
not completed according to policy. Further, some delivery/retail unit managers 
were not aware that the certification had to be completed in two phases. 

By not always following Election Mail processes and without quick and effective 
communication, the Postal Service risked delaying Election Mail.

We conducted additional observations of mail processing facilities and delivery/
retail units during the Georgia Senate runoff election. Overall, we continued to 
see similar compliance issues (e.g., lack of understanding of requirements for 
all‑clears and postmarking ballots) and causes for delayed Election Mail that we 
previously identified during the general election. See Appendix B for the results of 
our Georgia Senate runoff election observations.

Actions Implemented from Prior Audit Recommendations
In our recent Processing Readiness of Election and Political Mail During 
the 2020 General Elections audit (Report Number 20‑225‑R20, dated 
August 31, 2020), we identified and recommended the Postal Service resolve 
compliance issues related to facilities not completing daily all‑clear checks, daily 
readiness self‑audits, and maintaining logs for Election and Political Mail. These 
recommendations were closed based on actions from management. We also 
recommended the Postal Service work toward creating a separate, simplified mail 
product exclusively for Election Mail that would support uniform mail processing, 
including mandatory mailpiece tracking and proper mailpiece design. The 
Postal Service is currently reviewing implementation of this recommendation, 
and it remains open. It would not have been feasible for the Postal Service to 
implement a new mail product for the 2020 general election given the short 
timeframe before the election. 

“ During the week of the election (November 2 

through November 4, 2020), we conducted 

81 mail processing observations at 27 facilities and 

169 delivery/retail unit observations at 56 units, for a 

total of 250 observations. While compliance issues 

still existed, we only identified 760 delayed Election 

Mail mailpieces, all of which were delivered to 

election offices on or before election day.”
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We followed up on those recommendations in this audit to determine whether 
the Postal Service’s corrective actions were effective. During our observations, 
despite recent efforts by the Postal Service to communicate and educate 
election officials and mailers, we continued to note issues with mailpiece design, 
outdated addresses, and mail forwarding issues that further highlight the need 
for the Postal Service to create a separate, simplified mail product exclusively 
for Election Mail. We also found the Postal Service had improved compliance 
with completing the daily self‑audit checklist and Election and Political Mail logs. 
However, facilities still did not always complete timely and accurate daily all‑clears 
of Election Mail certifications and further corrective action should be taken. 

Recommendations
We recommended management:

 ■ Work with mailers of Election Mail to identify why full‑service ballots from the 
2020 general election were excluded from service performance measurement 
and develop an action plan with timelines to address each cause to increase 
the number of ballots in measurement.

 ■ Continue to educate state and local election officials on mailing deadlines for 
request and receipt of ballots that accounts for the Postal Service’s time to 
process, transport, and deliver mail.

 ■ Issue clear guidance in writing and via stand-up talks ahead of the next 
election for daily all-clear certifications, and ensure Election Mail processes 
and policies are communicated quickly, clearly, and directly to all levels of 
management.

 ■ Create a way to capture the separate morning and evening daily all‑clear 
certifications for delivery units to ensure units are completing both as required.

 ■ Conduct a post‑election review to identify lessons learned and use as a 
reference in future elections.

Service Performance of Election and Political Mail During the November 2020 General Election 
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Transmittal 
Letter

March 5, 2021

MEMORANDUM FOR: ISSAC CRONKHITE 
CHIEF LOGISTICS AND PROCESSING OPERATIONS 
OFFICER AND EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT

 THOMAS MARSHALL 
GENERAL COUNSEL AND EXECUTIVE VICE PRESIDENT

 KRISTIN SEAVER 
CHIEF RETAIL AND DELIVERY OFFICER AND EXECUTIVE 
VICE PRESIDENT

 JEFFREY JOHNSON 
VICE PRESIDENT ENTERPRISE ANALYTICS

 

FROM:  Melinda Perez  
Deputy Assistant Inspector General  
  for Mission Operations

SUBJECT: Audit Report – Service Performance of Election and Political 
Mail During the November 2020 General Election  
(Report Number 20-318-R21)

This report presents the results of our audit of the Service Performance of Election and 
Political Mail During the November 2020 General Election. The report also evaluated the 
handling of mail for the Georgia Senate runoff election held on January 5, 2021.

We appreciate the cooperation and courtesies provided by your staff. If you have any 
questions or need additional information, please contact Todd Watson, Director, Network 
Processing, or me at 703-248-2100.

Attachment

cc:  Corporate Audit Response Management 
Postmaster General
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Results
Introduction/Objective
This report presents the results of our self‑initiated audit of the Service 
Performance of Election and Political Mail During the November 2020 General 
Election (Project Number 20-318). Our objective was to evaluate the U.S. 
Postal Service’s service performance of Election and Political Mail during the 
November 2020 general election. See Appendix A for additional information 
about this audit. See Appendix B for information about the Georgia Senate runoff 
election held on January 5, 2021.

Background
The Postal Service plays a vital role in the American democratic process and 
this role continues to grow as the volume of Election and Political Mail increases. 
Election Mail is any mailpiece that an authorized election official creates for voters 
participating in the election process and includes ballots and voter registration 
materials. Political Mail is any mailpiece created by a registered political 
candidate, a campaign committee, or committee of a political party for political 
campaign purposes.

Depending on the preference of the customer, Election and Political Mail can be 
sent as either First‑Class Mail, which typically takes 2 to 5 days to be delivered, 
or Marketing Mail, which typically takes 3 to 10 days to be delivered. However, 
ballots returned by voters are generally sent as First‑Class Mail. While Marketing 
Mail has longer processing and delivery timeframes, it costs the customer less 
than First‑Class Mail. Historically, as election day draws nearer the Postal Service 
has processed Election Mail in line with First‑Class Mail delivery standards, even 
if it was sent as Marketing Mail.

Due to the COVID‑19 pandemic, there was an increase in the number of 
Americans who voted by mail1 in the 2020 general election. According to the 
U.S. Elections Project, there were over 159.6 million ballots counted in the 

1 Vote by mail occurs when voters receive or return their ballots through the mail.
2 McDonald, M. (2020, December 16) United States Election Project., www.electproject.org.
3 This only includes mailpieces that could be identified as ballots from September 1 through November 3, 2020, through Postal Service’s Informed Visibility (IV) database.
4 Some ballots were likely counted twice. Once going from the election office to the voter, and a second time going from the voter back to the election office.
5 As cited in the Processing Readiness of Election and Political Mail During the 2020 General Elections report (Report Number 20‑225‑R20, dated August 31, 2020), Postal Service management stated that some election 

boards have chosen to continue using excess stock of ballot envelopes that do not have barcodes and some lack the funding for integrating the use of barcodes in their mailing processes.

2020 general election.2 According to Postal Service data, it processed and 
delivered at least 135 million ballots3 going to and coming from voters from 
September 1 through November 3, 2020.4

It is important to note that the Postal Service can currently only track the 
performance of processed mailpieces (i.e., sorted, transported, and delivered) 
if they have barcode mail tracking technology and receive required processing 
scans. The total number of ballots processed without a barcode5 is unknown.

This audit evaluated the Postal Service’s performance leading up to and 
during the general election. To do so, in October, we conducted unannounced 
site visits at 102 processing plants and 1,710 delivery/retail units, covering all 
50 states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. During the week of the 
general election, we conducted daily announced site visits at 27 processing 
plants and 56 delivery/retail units. We also observed international Election 
Mail operations at the Chicago, New York, 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Miami 
International Service Centers (ISC) during the 
2020 general election and Georgia Senate 
runoff election. Due to different processing 
procedures for international ballots, we will 
issue a separate report on the ISCs.

This audit also reviewed the effectiveness 
of actions that the Postal Service took as 
a result of our previous audit, Processing 
Readiness of Election and Political Mail 
During the 2020 General Elections (Report 
Number 20‑225‑R20, dated August 31, 2020). 
In the prior audit, we found issues 
surrounding the integration of stakeholder 

“ According to 

Postal Service data, 

it processed and 

delivered at least 

135 million ballots  

going to and coming 

from voters from 

September 1 through 

November 3, 2020.”
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processes with Postal Service processes to help ensure timely delivery of 
Election and Political Mail. These potential issues included: ballot tracking not on 
all mailpieces, improper mailpiece design, and varying postmark requirements. 
We also identified and recommended the Postal Service resolve compliance 
issues related to facilities not completing daily all‑clear checks, daily readiness 
self‑audits, and maintaining logs for Election and Political Mail.

Finding #1: Postal Service Performance During the 
2020 General Election 
The Postal Service prioritized processing of Election Mail during the 2020 general 
election, significantly improving timeliness over the 2018 mid-term election 
even with significantly increased volumes of Election Mail in the mailstream. 
Although timeliness was slightly below goals, proper handling and timely 
delivery of all Election Mail, especially ballots, was the number one priority of the 
Postal Service. The Postal Service also leveraged high-cost efforts such as extra 
transportation and overtime to improve delivery performance. Further, while our 
site visits did identify some delayed Election Mail and compliance issues, the 
Postal Service took immediate corrective actions to address the identified issues. 
Although ballots were generally processed timely, we did find opportunities for the 
Postal Service to increase the volume of ballots included in service performance 
and improve its communication on Election Mail guidance and processes.

Additional Resources and Extraordinary Measures Implemented 
by the Postal Service
On August 18, 2020, the Postmaster General (PMG) reiterated the 
Postal Service’s critical role and commitment to delivering Election Mail, and 
stated that on October 1, 2020, the Postal Service would engage standby 
resources in all areas of operations, including transportation, to satisfy any 
unforeseen demand related to Election Mail. Additionally, the PMG expanded the 
Election Mail Task Force to include leaders of the postal unions and management 
associations to ensure that election officials and voters are well informed and fully 
supported by the Postal Service.

Further, on August 21, 2020, the Postal Service 
Board of Governors established a bipartisan 
Election Mail Committee to oversee the 
Postal Service’s support of the mail‑in voting 
process.

On September 21, 2020, a federal court 
required the Postal Service to take several 
actions, including:

 ■ Treating all Election Mail as First‑Class Mail 
as capacity allows, even if sent as Marketing 
Mail.

 ■ Pre‑approving all overtime from October 26 
through November 6, 2020. 

 ■ Clarifying that late and extra trips are not 
banned, but encouraged for the prompt 
delivery of Election Mail. 

Postal Service management was required to implement these orders by 
September 25, 2020. Even though these requirements were set forth in the 
court order, the Postal Service has historically implemented extraordinary 
measures to ensure timely delivery of Election Mail. While Election Mail can be 
sent as Marketing Mail, the Postal Service typically advances Election Mail and 
processes it in line with First‑Class Mail delivery standards as election day draws 
nearer. Further, the Postal Service has used extra transportation and overtime as 
necessary.

On September 25, 2020, the Postal Service issued a directive authorizing and 
instructing the use of additional resources across operations to ensure the 
timely processing, transportation, and delivery of Election Mail. These additional 
resources included:

 ■ Expanding processing times to ensure that all Election Mail was processed 
timely, as necessary.

“ Although timeliness 

was slightly below 

goals, proper 

handling and 

timely delivery of 

all Election Mail, 

especially ballots, 

was the number 

one priority of the 

Postal Service.”
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 ■ Advancing all Election Mail entered as Marketing Mail and processing it in line 
with First‑Class Mail delivery standards.

 ■ Allowing for early cancellations the week before election day to ensure all 
collected ballots were processed timely.

 ■ Scheduling extra transportation, to include extra trips, from all points of 
processing and delivery, as necessary.

 ■ Making extra delivery and collection trips.

 ■ Adding overtime hours, as necessary.

Finally, on September 30, 2020, the Postal Service established a Command 
Center to provide guidance and answer questions on election‑related issues. 
In addition, beginning October 26, 2020, the Postal Service implemented 
extraordinary measures to accelerate the delivery of ballots to ensure they were 
included in the election process. Examples of retail and delivery measures 
implemented include:

 ■ Expediting delivery of ballots using Express Mail.

 ■ Postmarking and sorting ballots for local delivery at delivery units, rather than 
sending the ballots to mail processing facilities.

 ■ Establishing ballot postmark‑only lines at retail counters, and/or drive‑through 
ballot postmark/drop options, if necessary, to manage high volumes.

 ■ Running early collections on November 2 and November 3.

 ■ Coordinating after-hours handoffs with election boards.

During this period, from September through October 2020, we found overall 
extra transportation trips increased by 35.1 percent (see Figure 1) and overtime 
associated with mail processing, delivery, and customer service increased by 
29.8 percent (see Figure 2).

Figure 1. Extra Trips, September to October 2020

Source: U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General (OIG) analysis of Postal Service’s Surface 
Visibility System.

Figure 2. Overtime Hours, September to October 2020

Source: OIG analysis of Postal Service’s Labor and Utilization Report.
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Ballots Not Measured in Service Performance
The Postal Service encouraged election officials to take advantage of its barcode 
tracking capabilities to increase the electronic visibility of the ballots in the 
mailstream and to assist in the processing and delivery of ballots.6 However, the 
Postal Service was only able to measure service performance from 71.5 million 
(or 52.9 percent) of the 135 million identifiable ballots in Postal Service data. This 
occurred, in part, because the Postal Service can measure service performance 
on outbound ballots – ballots going to voters from election officials – only if the 
ballots are sent full‑service7 and receive necessary processing scans to provide 

end‑to‑end visibility into the mailstream. 
However, the Postal Service does not require 
election officials to use full-service on ballots.8 

Specifically, about 43.5 million ballots were sent 
to voters without unique barcodes and thus 
excluded from measurement. An additional 
20.3 million ballots sent as full‑service to voters 
were excluded because they did not comply 
with business rules or were missing key scan 
data to be included in service performance 
measurement. Mailpieces can be excluded 
from service performance measurement 
because of mailer or Postal Service issues. 
While the Postal Service tracks reasons why 
full-service mailpieces are excluded from 
service performance measurement, they do not 
track them specifically for ballots. Therefore, 

6 State and Local Election Mail – User’s Guide Publication 632 – dated January 2020.
7 Full‑service mail combines the use of unique barcodes with the provision of electronic information regarding the makeup and preparation of mail, which provides end‑to‑end visibility into the mailstream.
8 The Postal Service offers the mailing industry two Intelligent Mail options for automation discounts: basic-service and full-service.
9 Mail Excluded from Service Performance Measurement (Report Number 19XG009NO000, dated December 13, 2019).
10 The recorded date and time when a mailpiece enters the mailstream, and starting the clock for measuring its service performance.
11 A no piece scan occurs when there is no processing scan for the mailpiece.
12 A long haul exclusion occurs when a mailpiece at a mailer’s facility, or detached mail unit, is transported by the Postal Service to a mail processing facility in a different Postal Service District. A detached mail unit is an 

area in a mailer’s facility where postal employees perform mail verification, acceptance, dispatch, and other postal functions.
13 The 134 million Election Mail pieces in service performance measurement includes the 71.5 million ballots with barcode tracking that received the required processing scans. 
14 The stated delivery performance goals for each mail class and product that are usually measured by days for the period of time taken by the Postal Service to handle mail from the point of entry to delivery.
15 Election Mail is generally sent and processed in line with First‑Class Mail delivery standards as election day draws nearer.

they could not provide reasons why these full-service ballots were excluded from 
service performance measurement.

In a previous report9, we found through the first three quarters of fiscal year (FY) 
2019, the Postal Service excluded 17.4 billion mailpieces, or 23.4 percent from 
service performance measurement. The Postal Service had identified 15 reason 
categories for exclusions, such as no start-the-clock10, no piece scan11, and long 
haul12, which accounted for almost 74 percent of excluded mail in the first three 
quarters of FY 2019. 

When ballots are not sent full-service, and excluded from service performance 
measurement, the Postal Service does not have complete service performance 
information needed to diagnose specific mail processing issues and implement 
countermeasures to fix mail flow problems. In addition, it reduces the benefits 
of using barcodes, including tracking the delivery and return of ballots, for the 
Postal Service, election officials, and mailers. 

Service Performance of Election and Political Mail, and Ballots 
Delivered After Election 
From September 1 through November 3, 2020, the Postal Service processed 
almost 134 million pieces13 of Election Mail included in service performance 
measurement (pieces with barcode mail tracking technology that received 
required processing scans for measuring performance) and over 1.6 billion pieces 
of Political Mail included in service performance measurement. The amount of 
Election Mail processed in time to meet its service standard14 was 93.8 percent, 
an increase of about 11 percentage points for Election Mail processed from the 
same period in 2018. While this is lower than the Postal Service’s goal to have 
96 percent of First‑Class Mail15 processed on time, it was 5.6 percentage points 

“ The Postal Service 

was only able to 

measure service 

performance 

from 71.5 million 

(or 52.9 percent) 

of the 135 million 

identifiable ballots 

in Postal Service 

data.”
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higher than all other First‑Class Mail processed on‑time, showing prioritization 
of this mail (see Table 1). Further, as noted in our previous reports16, the 
Postal Service has not met its First-Class Mail service goal in five years.

Table 1. Election Mail Service Performance Exceeded First‑Class 
Mail Scores, September 1 – November 3, 2020

Mail Type Mailpieces
Percentage 

Processed On Time

Election Mail 133,772,172 93.8%

All Other First-Class Mail 6,395,986,390 88.1%

Source: OIG analysis of Postal Service’s Informed Visibility (IV) data as of December 18, 2020.

Conversely, Political Mail (e.g., advertisements for political candidates) processed 
in time to meet its service standard was 91.9 percent — a decrease of about 
3 percentage points from the same period in 2018. This met the goal for 
Marketing Mail17 of 91.8 percent on-time and was 2.6 percentage points higher 
than all other Marketing Mail processed on time (see Table 2).

Table 2. Political Mail Service Performance Exceeded Marketing Mail 
Scores, September 1 – November 3, 2020

Mail Type Mailpieces
Percentage 

Processed On Time

Political Mail 1,641,517,208 91.9%

All Other Marketing Mail 7,846,300,741 89.3%

Source: OIG analysis of Postal Service’s IV data as of December 18, 2020.

Prior to the election, the Postal Service reached out to states which had ballot 
request deadlines that were too close to the election and did not allow enough 

16 Assessment of the U.S. Postal Service’s Service Performance and Costs (Report Number NO-AR-19-008, dated September 17, 2019) and U.S. Postal Service’s Processing Network Optimization and Service Impacts 
(Report Number 19XG013NO000‑R20, dated June 16, 2020).

17 Political Mail is generally sent as Marketing Mail.

time for the Postal Service to process and 
deliver the ballot within normal service standard 
timeframes. Further, the Postal Service sent a 
postcard to every address advising voters to 
check their state requirements for voting by mail. 
They recommended voters request absentee 
ballots at least 15 days before election day and 
return ballots at least 7 days before election 
day. However, according to Postal Service data, 
28,172 ballots were sent to voters from election 
offices within 4 days of the election. Sending 
out ballots this late does not typically provide 
the Postal Service the required time to process, 
transport, and deliver the ballots within the 
First‑Class Mail service standard of 2 to 5 days. 
However, due to extraordinary measures 
implemented by the Postal Service, over 94 percent of those ballots were 
delivered to voters on or before election day. Only 1,567 ballots were delivered to 
voters after the election, 1,548 of which were delivered within service standards. 
Of upmost importance, during the week of the general election, 98.1 percent 
of identifiable ballots were processed in time to meet its service standard. 
See Appendix C on the methodology used to determine the amount of ballots 
processed in time the week of the election to meet its service standard. 

Pre‑Election Site Observations
During the month of October 2020, we conducted observations at processing 
facilities and delivery/retail units across the country to determine if the 
Postal Service was processing and delivering Election Mail timely and complying 
with election procedures. The election procedures we reviewed included:

 ■ Identifying Delayed Election Mail – Mail that is not processed in time to meet 
its established delivery day.

“ Of upmost 

importance, during 

the week of the 

general election, 

98.1 percent of 

identifiable ballots 

were processed 

in time to meet its 

service standard.”
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 ■ Reviewing Daily All Clears – The Postal Service requires mail processing 
facilities and delivery/retail units to certify that they are clear of all committed 
(scheduled) Election and Political Mail during the specified timeframe (two 
weeks before and two weeks after the election). Mail processing facilities are 
required to complete the certification by 10 a.m. daily, while delivery/retail units 
are required to certify twice each day, the first by 2 p.m. and the second at the 
end of the day.

 ■ Reviewing Election and Political Mail Log – The Postal Service requires mail 
processing facilities and delivery/retail units to record and track all Election 
and Political Mail as it moves through their network.18

 ■ Ensuring Postmark Processing – The Postal Service requires all ballots to be 
postmarked.19 Additionally, ballots are required to be postmarked at a retail 
unit if requested by a customer.20 

 ■ Reviewing Election/Political Mail Staging Area – The Postal Service 
requires mail processing facilities to maintain a staging area for Election and 
Political Mail.21

We conducted 102 mail processing facility and 1,710 delivery/retail unit 
observations during October 2020. While the majority of Election Mail observed 
was processed and delivered timely, we did identify compliance issues at both 
mail processing facilities and delivery/retail units.

18 Processing Operations Management Order (POMO) Number POMO‑007‑20, dated July 29, 2020.
19 Memorandum from Chief Operating Officer and Executive Vice President, dated April 23, 2018.
20 Memorandum from Chief Retail and Delivery Officer and Executive Vice President, dated October 7, 2020.
21 Political and Election Mail Audit Checklist, POMO‑007‑20, dated July 29, 2020.
22 Some facilities had more than one compliance issue.
23 Some units had more than one compliance issue.

We found that Postal Service management at the 102 mail processing facilities 
we observed generally complied with Election Mail procedures. However, we 
identified compliance issues during 3022 of the 102 mail processing facility 
observations (or 29 percent), including delayed Election Mail, not completing daily 
all‑clear checks, postmark issues, and facilities not having Election/Political Mail 
Staging areas.

We also found that during the 1,710 delivery/retail unit observations, 
Postal Service management generally complied with Election Mail procedures. 
However, we identified compliance issues during 23423 of the 1,710 delivery/
retail unit observations (or about 14 percent), including delayed Election Mail, not 
completing daily all‑clear checks, and postmark issues (see Table 3). 

Table 3. Mail Processing Facility and Delivery/Retail Units 
Compliance With Election Mail Procedures During our Pre‑Election 
Observations

Election Mail 
Procedure 
Reviewed

Mail Processing Facilities Delivery/Retail Units

Number in 
Compliance  
(out of 102)

Percentage
Number in 

Compliance  
(out of 1,710)

Percentage

Clear of Committed 

Election Mail 
81 79.4% 1,652 96.6%

Completed Daily All-

Clear
95 93.1% 1,607 94.0%

Maintained Election 

and Political Mail Log
102 100.0% 1,682 98.4%

“ We found that Postal Service management at the 

102 mail processing facilities we observed generally 

complied with Election Mail procedures.”
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Election Mail 
Procedure 
Reviewed

Mail Processing Facilities Delivery/Retail Units

Number in 
Compliance  
(out of 102)

Percentage
Number in 

Compliance  
(out of 1,710)

Percentage

Postmarks 85* 97.7% 1,636** 96.0%

Maintained Election/

Political Mail Staging 

Area

99 97.1% N/A N/A

Source: OIG observations. 
*Number in compliance out of 87 units. Some mail processing facilities did not have cancellation operations 
(i.e., sent mail to other facilities to receive postmark). Two facilities pulled ballots from the mailstream and not 
all were postmarked. 
**Number in compliance out of 1,705 units. Five delivery units did not have retail units. Most units not in 
compliance were not postmarking ballots when customers requested. 

Delayed Election Mail
We found committed Election Mail remained at a mail processing facility 
during 21 observations which totaled 17,285 delayed mailpieces. Six of these 
facilities accounted for 16,914 (or 97.9 percent) of the delayed mailpieces (see 
Table 4). Management stated they experienced significant challenges with ballot 
envelope design (e.g., envelope quality, oversized ballot envelopes, barcode 
issues, and address issues) causing some Election Mail to be delayed. During 
our observations, Postal Service management expedited the processing of all 
identified delayed Election Mail, and it is likely that all mailpieces were delivered 
by election day. 

Table 4. Delayed Election Mail Identified at Mail Processing Facilities 
During our Pre‑Election Observations

Date of 
Observation

Mail Processing 
Facility

Delayed Election 
Mailpieces

Total Letters 
Processed

10/7/2020 Harrisburg, PA 1,818 3,353,243

10/8/2020 Des Moines, IA 4,848 1,895,594

10/10/2020 Missoula, MT 3,000 395,105

10/13/2020 Detroit, MI 1,515 3,904,854

10/14/2020 Salt Lake City, UT 3,333 2,306,020

10/15/2020 Cleveland, OH 2,400 4,114,351

Various 15 Other Facilities 371 61,310,803

 Total 17,285 77,279,970

Source: OIG observations.

We found committed Election Mail remained at a delivery unit during 
58 observations which totaled 25,911 delayed mailpieces. One unit accounted 
for 15,824 (or 61.1 percent) of the delayed mailpieces (see Table 5). 

Table 5. Delayed Election Mail Identified at Delivery Units During our 
Pre‑Election Observations

Delayed Election 
Mailpieces 

Number of  
Delivery Units

Total Delayed 
Election Mail 

>15,000 1 15,824

1,000 – 15,000 3 8,005

100 – 999 6 1,391

“ We found committed Election Mail remained at a 

mail processing facility during 21 observations which 

totaled 17,285 delayed mailpieces.”
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Delayed Election 
Mailpieces 

Number of  
Delivery Units

Total Delayed 
Election Mail 

50 – 99 4 327

20 – 49 6 188

<20 38 176

Total 58 25,911

Source: OIG observations.

Postal Service management stated the delays were due to insufficient staffing 
and increased labor needed to manually sort Election Mail mailpieces. Again, 
during our observations, Postal Service management expedited the delivery of all 
identified delayed Election Mail, and it is likely that all mailpieces were delivered 
by election day. 

Daily All‑Clear
We found Postal Service management did not complete the daily all‑clear 
check of Election Mail during seven mail processing facility and 103 delivery/
retail unit observations. Mail processing facility management indicated they 
did not complete all‑clears on time due to heavy mail volume and lack of 
employee availability impacted by COVID‑19 quarantines. Further, of the 21 mail 
processing facilities with delayed Election Mail, we found a total of 7,870 delayed 
mailpieces at 15 mail processing facilities that certified they were all-clear of all 
committed Election Mail the day of our observation. This indicates the sites did 
not check for delayed mailpieces or they certified they were clear knowing they 
were not. In review of nationwide data on daily all-clear certifications, we found 
mail processing facilities were generally in compliance with the requirement 
to complete the daily all‑clear check by 10 a.m. From October 5 through 
November 4, 2020, we found 741 (or 8.1 percent) instances of facilities not 
certifying before 10 a.m., or not certifying at all.

24 Delivery/retail units are required to certify they are clear of committed Election Mail by 2 p.m. and at the end of the day.
25 We visited the Miami, FL West Carrier Annex just once on November 3, 2020 – the remaining 56 delivery/retail units were visited all three days from November 2 to 4, 2020.

For our delivery/retail unit 
observations, many were 
conducted between 10 a.m. 
and 3 p.m. and some 
occurred before the required 
time24 to complete the 
all‑clear checks. The units 
are required to complete 
a daytime and evening 
all-clear certification, but 
the Postal Service system 
only shows the time of the 
last certification entered 
for the day. While it is 
possible daytime all‑clear 
checks could have been completed at these units after our visit, there was no 
Postal Service system record to verify the all-clear certifications occurrence. We 
also found local management was not always aware of what time daily all‑clears 
had to be completed. Specifically, before the election, the Postal Service changed 
delivery/retail unit daily all-clear procedures to a two-phase certification. The 
first phase of certification was required by 2 p.m., which is after carriers left for 
delivery, while the second phase was required after carriers had returned for the 
day. Some delivery unit managers were certifying the all‑clear of Election Mail 
for the entire day prior to carriers leaving for the day with the mail. Specifically, 
we found 120,317 instances (or about 15 percent) of delivery units submitting 
daily all-clear certifications prior to 8 a.m., indicating these were not completed 
according to policy.

General Election Week Site Observations
During the week of the election (November 2 through November 4, 2020), we 
conducted a total of 250 daily observations at 27 mail processing facilities and 
5725 delivery/retail units. While some compliance issues existed (see Table 6), we 

“ Further, of the 21 mail processing 

facilities with delayed Election 

Mail, we found a total of 

7,870 delayed mailpieces at 

15 mail processing facilities that 

certified they were all-clear of all 

committed Election Mail the day 

of our observation.”
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identified a total of 760 delayed Election Mail mailpieces, which were delivered to 
election offices on or before election day. 

Table 6. Mail Processing Facility and Delivery/Retail Unit Compliance 
With Election Mail Procedures, November 2 – 4, 2020

Election Mail 
Procedure 
Reviewed

Mail Processing Facilities Delivery/Retail Units

Number in 
Compliance  
(out of 81)

Percentage
Number in 

Compliance  
(out of 169)

Percentage

Clear of Committed 

Election Mail
63 77.8% 162 95.9%

Completed Daily 

All-Clear
76 93.8% 151 89.3%

Maintained Election 

and Political Mail Log
81 100.0% 168 99.4%

Postmarks 67* 97.1% 152* 99.3%

Maintained Election/

Political Mail Staging 

Area

80** 98.8% N/A N/A

Source: OIG observations. 
*Number in compliance during 69 and 153 observations, respectively. Some mail processing facilities did not 
have cancellation operations (i.e. sent mail to other facilities to receive postmark) and some delivery units did 
not have retail units. 
**The one facility that did not have a staging area on our first day of observation, immediately set one up.

We provided daily and weekly updates to the Postal Service management, 
Board of Governors, and Congress on the results of our observations and the 
Postal Service took immediate corrective action to address the issues identified. 

Although management responded to challenges quickly, we did note 
communication on Election Mail guidance and process changes did not 
always reach local facility management quickly and effectively. Along with the 

26  Memorandum from Chief Operating Officer and Executive Vice President, dated April 23, 2018, and Memorandum from Chief Retail and Delivery Officer and Executive Vice President, dated October 7, 2020.

communication issues surrounding the daily all‑clear requirement previously 
noted, there were also communication issues regarding postmark requirements. 
Management at some delivery/retail units stated they would not postmark a ballot 
even if requested by a customer based on instructions from District management. 
Others stated they had been told that postmarking would only be applied at 
mail processing facilities, and therefore did not postmark ballots upon request. 
However, this contradicts Postal Service policy.26 By not always following Election 
Mail processes and without quick and effective communication, the Postal Service 
risked delaying Election Mail.

Actions Implemented from Prior Audit Recommendations
In our recent Processing Readiness of Election and Political Mail During the 2020 
General Elections audit (Report Number 20‑225‑R20, dated August 31, 2020), 
we identified and recommended the Postal Service resolve compliance issues 
related to facilities not completing 
daily all clear checks, daily readiness 
self‑audits, and maintaining logs for 
Election and Political Mail.  These 
recommendations were closed based 
on actions from management. We also 
recommended the Postal Service work 
toward creating a separate, simplified mail 
product exclusively for Election Mail that 
would support uniform mail processing, 
including mandatory mailpiece tracking 
and proper mailpiece design. The 
Postal Service is currently reviewing 
implementation of this recommendation, 
and it remains open. It would not have 
been feasible for the Postal Service to 
implement a new mail product for the 
2020 general election given the short 
timeframe before the election.

“ We provided daily 

and weekly updates 

to the Postal Service 

management, Board 

of Governors, and 

Congress on the results 

of our observations and 

the Postal Service took 

immediate corrective 
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We followed up on those 
recommendations made in the 
prior audit to determine whether 
corrective actions the Postal Service 
took were effective. During our 
observations, despite recent efforts 
by the Postal Service to communicate 
and educate election officials and 
mailers, we continued to note issues 
with mailpiece design, outdated 
addresses, and mail forwarding 
issues. In our October observations, 
26 of 102 (or 25.5 percent) mail 
processing facilities reported they 
had experienced significant issues 
with ballots, such as envelope quality, 
oversized ballot envelopes, barcode 
issues, and address issues. Only 

4 of 27 (or 14.8 percent) experienced significant issues during our election week 
observations. These issues continue to support the need for the Postal Service 
to create a separate simplified Election Mail product that supports uniform 
processing.

We also found the Postal Service had improved compliance with completing the 
daily self‑audit checklist and Election and Political Mail logs. However, facilities 
still did not always complete timely and accurate daily all‑clears of Election Mail 
certifications and further corrective action should be taken.

Recommendation #1
We recommend the Chief Logistics and Processing Operations Officer, 
and Vice President Enterprise Analytics work with mailers of Election 
Mail to identify why full‑service ballots from the 2020 general election were 
excluded from service performance measurement and develop an action 
plan with timelines to address each cause to increase the number of ballots 
in measurement.

Recommendation #2
We recommend the General Counsel continue to educate state and local 
election officials on mailing deadlines for request and receipt of ballots 
that accounts for the Postal Service’s time to process, transport, and 
deliver mail.

Recommendation #3
We recommend the Chief Logistics and Processing Operations 
Officer and the Chief Retail and Delivery Officer issue clear guidance 
in writing and via stand-up talks ahead of the next election for daily all-
clear certifications, and ensure Election Mail processes and policies are 
communicated quickly, clearly, and directly to all levels of management.

Recommendation #4
We recommend the Chief Retail and Delivery Officer create a way to 
capture the separate morning and evening daily all-clear certifications for 
delivery units to ensure units are completing both as required. 

Recommendation #5
We recommend the Chief Logistics and Processing Operations Officer 
and the Chief Retail and Delivery Officer conduct a post‑election review 
to identify lessons learned and use as a reference in future elections.

Management’s Comments
Management largely agreed with the finding; agreed with recommendations 1, 2, 
3, and 5; and partially agreed with recommendation 4. They also provided further 
details/comments on the additional resources and extraordinary measures, ballots 
not measured in service performance, service performance of Election Mail, site 
observations, and actions implemented from prior audit recommendations. See 
Appendix D for management’s comments in their entirety.

Regarding recommendation 1, management stated a Mailers’ Technical Advisory 
Committee work group was created in April 2020 to address potential reasons 
why full-service mail is excluded from service performance measurement. This 
group works with mailers to identify root causes of exclusions and works to 
resolve them. The Postal Service is also working with the industry to develop a 
dashboard that will allow mailers insight into the volume of mail being excluded, 
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despite recent efforts 
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exclusion reasons, and the mail processing facility accepting the mail, along with 
various other metrics. The target implementation date to provide an update on 
their efforts is December 31, 2021.

Regarding recommendation 2, management stated they will continue to provide 
resources and conduct outreach to election officials to ensure they understand 
the Postal Service’s time to process, transport, and deliver mail. The target 
implementation date to provide an update on their efforts is December 31, 2021.

Regarding recommendation 3, management stated the process for completing 
daily all clears and Election Mail processes and procedures will be communicated 
quickly, clearly, and directly to all levels of management prior to future elections. 
The target implementation date is April 2, 2021.

Regarding recommendation 4, management stated that if the morning and 
evening all-clear certifications remains the process in future elections, they will 
develop a solution to separate the reports. However, they noted new methods or 
technology may be used that may not require an all-clear certification. The target 
implementation date is April 2, 2021.

Regarding recommendation 5, management stated they conducted an after‑
action review on January 12, 2021, and will apply lessons learned in future 
elections. Therefore, this recommendation has been implemented.

Evaluation of Management’s Comments
The OIG considers management’s comments responsive to the 
recommendations in the report and the corrective actions should resolve the 
issues identified in the report. 

All recommendations require OIG concurrence before closure. Consequently, 
the OIG requests written confirmation when corrective actions are completed. 
Recommendations 1, 2, 3, and 4 should not be closed in the Postal Service’s 
follow-up tracking system until the OIG provides written confirmation that the 
recommendations can be closed. We consider recommendation 5 closed with the 
issuance of this report. 
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Appendix A: Additional Information
Scope and Methodology
The scope of our audit was the Postal Service’s service performance of Election 
and Political Mail during the November 2020 general election. To accomplish our 
objective, we:

 ■ Analyzed Postal Service data on Election and Political Mail service 
performance from September 1 to November 3, 2020, comparing to the same 
period in 2018.

 ■ Reviewed Postal Service’s Election and Political Mail processing and delivery 
strategies, policies, procedures, and related documents and tools.

 ■ Judgmentally selected and conducted unannounced site observations at 102 
mail processing facilities and 1,710 delivery/retail units in October 2020. We 
selected facilities in every state, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. 

 ■ Judgmentally selected and conducted announced site observations at 27 mail 
processing facilities and 56 delivery/retail units from states that were projected 
to play a key role in the outcome of the election. We reviewed these sites daily 
from November 2 through November 4, 2020.

 ■ Inspected mail processing facilities and delivery/retail units to determine 
if they:

 ● Performed daily all‑clears to ensure Election Mail had been processed and 
was not delayed.

 ● Completed daily Election and Political Mail audits and logbooks.

 ● Had any delayed ballots.

 ● Experienced any significant challenges with ballots.

 ● Followed ballot postmarking processes.

 ■ Interviewed Postal Service Headquarters officials on additional resources 
used, and extraordinary measures implemented for the general election.

 ■ Reviewed the effectiveness of actions taken by the Postal Service in 
response to findings and recommendations in the Processing Readiness of 
Election and Political Mail During the 2020 General Elections report (Report 
Number 20‑225‑R20, dated August 31, 2020) audit.

We conducted this performance audit from September 2020 through March 2021 
in accordance with the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and 
Efficiency Quality Standards for Inspection and Evaluation. Those standards 
require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate 
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on 
our audit objective. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable 
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objective. We discussed 
our observations and conclusions with management on February 3, 2021, and 
included their comments where appropriate.

We assessed the reliability of computer‑processed data from Informed Visibility 
by interviewing agency officials knowledgeable about the data, and comparing the 
data with other related data. We determined that the data were sufficiently reliable 
for the purposes of this report.

Service Performance of Election and Political Mail During the November 2020 General Election 
Report Number 20-318-R21

19



Prior Audit Coverage

Report Title Objective Report Number Final Report Date Monetary Impact

Processing Readiness of Election 

and Political Mail During the 2020 

General Elections

Evaluate the Postal Service's readiness for timely processing 

of Election and Political Mail for the 2020 General Elections.
20-225-R20 8/31/2020 None

Management Alert - Timeliness 

of Ballot Mail in the Milwaukee 

Processing & Distribution Center 

Service Area

Determine the cause of delayed ballot mail in the Milwaukee, 

WI P&DC service area for the spring election and presidential 

primary of April 7, 2020.

20-235-R20 7/7/2020 None

Service Performance of Election 

and Political Mail During the 2018 

Midterm and Special Elections

Evaluate the Postal Service's performance in processing 

Election and Political Mail for the 2018 midterm and special 

elections.

19XG010NO000-R20 11/4/2019 None

Processing Readiness for Election 

and Political Mail for the 2018 

Midterm Elections

Evaluate the Postal Service's readiness for timely processing 

of Election and Political Mail for the 2018 Midterm Elections.
NO-AR-18-007 6/5/2018 None
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Appendix B: Georgia Senate Runoff Election
We evaluated Postal Service’s performance and compliance with election 
procedures leading up to and during the Georgia Senate runoff election, which 
was held on January 5, 2021. To do so, in December 2020, we conducted 
unannounced site visits at seven processing plants – covering plants across 
Georgia, Florida, and Tennessee that service Georgia zip codes – and 126 
delivery/retail unit observations. During the week of the runoff election (January 
4 through January 6, 2021), we conducted daily site visits at the same seven 
processing plants and 15 delivery/retail units.27 

Overall, the Postal Service performed well during the Georgia Senate runoff 
election. Most of the Election Mail observed was processed and delivered timely, 
but the Postal Service continued to have similar compliance issues (e.g., lack 
of understanding of requirements for daily all-clear certifications and postmark 
requirements) and causes for delayed mail that we previously identified during the 
general election. This further supports our recommendations in this report to help 
ensure Election Mail processes and policies are communicated quickly, clearly, 
and directly to all levels of management.

Georgia Senate Runoff Site Observations
From December 1, 2020 to January 6, 2021, we conducted a total of 198 
observations – 28 at mail processing facilities and 170 at delivery/retail units 
servicing Georgia. We found the Postal Service generally complied with Election 
Mail procedures. However, we identified compliance issues during six (or 21.4 
percent) of the 28 mail processing facility observations, and 29 (or 17.1 percent) 
of the 170 delivery/retail unit observations.28 This included delayed election mail, 
not completing daily all‑clear checks, not maintaining election and political mail 
logs, and not postmarking as required (see Table 7).

27 On January 4, 2021, we conducted site visits to only 14 delivery/retail units.
28 Some facilities and units had more than one compliance issue.

Table 7. Mail Processing Facility and Delivery/Retail Unit Compliance 
With Election Mail Procedures, December 1, 2020 – January 6, 2021

Georgia Senate Runoff Observations

Election Mail 
Procedure 
Reviewed

Mail Processing Facilities Delivery/Retail Units

Number in 
Compliance  
(out of 28)

Percentage
Number in 

Compliance  
(out of 170)

Percentage

Clear of Committed 

Election Mail
22 78.6% 161 94.7%

Completed Daily 

All-Clear
27 96.4% 156 91.8%

Maintained Election 

and Political Mail Log
28 100% 163 95.9%

Postmarks 24* 100% 166** 98.2%

Maintained Election/

Political Mail Staging 

Area

28 100% N/A N/A

Source: OIG observations.  
*Number in compliance out of 24 mail processing facility observations. One facility, in which we conducted 
four observations, did not have cancellation operations (i.e., sent mail to other facilities to receive postmark). 
**Number in compliance out of 169 observations. One delivery unit did not have a retail unit. Units not in 
compliance were not postmarking ballots when requested to by customers. 
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Further, our observations found 4,662 pieces of delayed Election Mail at mail 
processing facilities and delivery/retail units. Most of the delayed Election 
Mail was at mail processing facilities, where we found a total of 4,334 delayed 
mailpieces during six observations. Mail processing management stated they 
experienced significant challenges due to transportation issues, congested docks, 
and ballot envelope design (e.g., barcode issues and address issues) causing 
some Election Mail to be delayed. Of the 4,334 delayed mailpieces, only 24 were 
delivered after election day.29 

29 The 24 delayed mailpieces were identified on January 6, 2020. 

The remaining 328 delayed mailpieces were found at delivery/retail units during 
nine observations. The delayed mail either arrived co‑mingled with other mail and 
required the delivery unit to manually sort through trays, or arrived at the delivery 
unit from the mail processing facility after the election office picked up their mail 
for the day. While these 328 mailpieces were delayed, only one ballot was not 
delivered by election day.
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Appendix C: Processing Performance Score Measurement
The Postal Service calculates processing performance scores for mailpieces by 
using mail processing machine scans from the start‑the‑clock (STC)30 date to 
the anticipated date of delivery (ADD)31, relative to the service standard. When 
selecting a time period for review, the number and amount of on‑time mailpieces 
can vary significantly depending on if the time period was based on when 
mailpieces were entered into the mailstream (STC date) versus when they were 
delivered (ADD date).32 Therefore, depending on what method of measurement 
is used and the time period reviewed, material differences in processing 
performance scores can exist. 

Given a specific date range over a short period of time, like the week before the 
general election, the STC date is more representative of processing performance 
as it evaluates all mailpieces that entered the mailstream on a given date, 
regardless of when they were delivered. On the other hand, the ADD date 
evaluates all mailpieces based on when they were delivered even if they entered 
the mailstream and already missed service before the start of your date range. 
Over a short period of time, the ADD date is likely to include STC dates before 
the period under review and may have a higher concentration of mailpieces that 
did not meet the service standard versus on‑time mailpieces. This leads to scores 
that are not representative of true processing performance of that time period. 

In this audit we evaluated processing performance of ballots for the week before 
the election, October 31 to November 3, 2020. Using ADD (i.e., including ballots 
with anticipated delivery dates between October 31 and November 3, 2020) 
as the basis for this date range includes 596,502 ballots (or 57 percent of total 
ballots in this time period) that entered the mailstream prior to October 31 and 
includes more ballots that missed service standards. For the ballots entered 
before October 31, only 84 percent were processed in time to meet the service 
standard (See Table 8). 

Conversely, using STC (i.e., including ballots that entered the mailstream 
between October 31 and November 3, 2020) as the basis for this date range does 
not include any ballots previously in the mailstream (See Table 8). Therefore, 

30 Start-The-Clock is the date that a mailpiece first enters the mailstream.
31 Anticipated Date of Delivery is an estimated delivery date based on the last scan a mailpiece receives with an intelligent mail barcode.
32 ADD is the official quarterly reporting method required by the Postal Regulatory Commission. 

within our report, we used STC dates to present processing performance scores 
for identifiable ballots during the week of election.

Table 8. Identifiable Ballot Volume and Processing Performance 
Score by STC and ADD: October 31 to November 3, 2020 

Start The  
Clock

Anticipated 
Delivery Date

Ballots Mailed Before October 31, 2020 0 596,502 (56.6%)

Processing Score for Ballots Mailed Before 

October 31, and Delivered Between 

October 31 and November 3, 2020

N/A 83.7%

Ballots Mailed from October 31 to 

November 3, 2020 
618,331 (100%) 456,885 (43.4%)

Processing Score from October 31 to 

November 3, 2020 
98.1% 98.9%

Total Ballots 618,331 1,053,387

Total Processing Score 98.1% 90.3%

Source: U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General (OIG) analysis of Postal Service’s Informed Visibility 
(IV) System.

However, over a long period of time, the concentration of mailpieces that fall 
outside the ADD date range and did not meet service standards will have less 
weight on the total population of mailpieces. In this situation, STC and ADD 
processing performance scores are likely to have immaterial differences.

For example, the population of Election Mail based on ADD from September 1 
to November 3, 2020 includes only 5.4 million pieces (or 4.1 percent) of Election 
Mail that entered the mailstream prior to September 1, of which 77 percent was 
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processed in time to meet the service standard (See Table 9). Therefore, within 
our report, we used ADD to present processing performance scores for Election 
Mail from September 1 to November 3, 2020.

Table 9. Identifiable Election Mail Volume and Processing 
Performance Score by STC and ADD: September 1 to 
November 3, 2020

Start The  
Clock

Anticipated 
Delivery Date

Election Mail Included Before September 1, 2020 0 5,486,071 (4.1%)

Processing Score Before September 1, 2020 N/A 77.0%

Election Mail Included from September 1 to 

November 3, 2020 

128,521,379 

(100%)

128,286,101 

(95.9%)

Processing Score from September 1 to 

November 3, 2020 
94.5% 94.5%

Total Election Mail 128,521,379 133,772,172

Total Processing Score 94.5% 93.8%

Source: OIG analysis of Postal Service’s IV System.
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Appendix D: 
Management’s 
Comments
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Contact Information

Contact us via our Hotline and FOIA forms.  
Follow us on social networks. 

Stay informed.

1735 North Lynn Street  
Arlington, VA  22209‑2020 

(703) 248-2100

For media inquiries, please email  
press@uspsoig.gov or call 703-248-2100

https://www.uspsoig.gov/hotline  
https://www.uspsoig.gov/general/foia
mailto:press%40uspsoig.gov?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/oig.usps
https://twitter.com/OIGUSPS
http://www.youtube.com/oigusps
http://www.uspsoig.gov/
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