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Executive 
Summary

Highlights
The overall rate of mail volume decline has 
slowed substantially in recent years.

For all mail categories in this study, volume 
declines vary widely by state and region, but 
the difference between the highest- and lowest- 
volume states is narrowing. 

States and regions with lower volumes are also 
generally showing the slowest rates of decline.

Business-to-consumer (B2C) mail like FCM-
Presort and Marketing Mail continues to be 
important to the Postal Service, making up  
78 percent of total mail volume in 2015.

Residents of high-income areas receive 
substantially more FCM-Presort and Marketing 
Mail per adult.

Residents of rural areas receive less FCM-Presort 
and Marketing Mail per adult than residents of 
other areas, especially higher-density suburbs.

Mail volume in the United States continues to decline, but focus 
on this single, nationwide trend obscures an understanding of 
how Americans’ use of the mail is changing. Moving beyond 
the narrative of overall decline, examining the use of mail 
at state and regional levels reveals that many citizens and 
businesses continue to rely on it for routine transactions and 
correspondence. A deeper understanding of the nation’s 
changing mail use is essential for the U.S. Postal Service going 
forward.

In 2015, the U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General 
issued Declines in U.S. Postal Service Mail Volume Vary Widely 
across the United States, a white paper demonstrating that 
while some parts of the country have experienced precipitous 
declines in originating Single-Piece First-Class Mail (FCM-SP), 
volumes in other areas have not declined very much at all.

This paper builds upon that previous work by adding new data 
for FCM-SP and examining how First-Class Mail Presort (FCM-
Presort) and Marketing Mail (previously known as Standard Mail 
through January 2017) volumes also vary across the country. 
By adding these other types of mail to the study, we analyze the 
changing use of over 90 percent of all mail volume. It becomes 
clear that declines in volume across each of these mail types 
appear to be slowing or even disappearing, as in the case of 
Marketing Mail. Also, we show that mail use is not uniform. 
In some areas of the country, low volumes and slow rates of 
decline have resulted in stability in mail use while other high 
volume areas have seen much faster rates of decline. Taken 

together, however, the differences between the highest- and 
lowest-volume areas appear to be narrowing over time.

It is important to keep the national use of mail in perspective. 
In spite of recent declines, at 154 billion pieces per year, the 
absolute volume of mail is still quite large. In an international 
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context, the raw number of letters handled by the Postal Service 
is substantially higher than posts in other developed countries. 
In 2015, the per-adult volume of addressed letter mail in the 
United Kingdom was about 238 pieces. In comparison, the 
Postal Service handled 566 pieces of mail per adult from only  
the three categories of mail examined in this study. This is 
despite having a substantially larger population spread out  
over a much wider geographic area. In fact, the Postal Service 
delivers 47 percent of all mail volume worldwide.

While the original work on FCM-SP identified “mail use” solely 
as the sending of mail, the current work expands this definition 
to include the receiving of mail. Analyzing the sender of FCM-
SP can reveal how citizens and small businesses continue to 
use the mail for communication and commerce. Because FCM-
Presort and Marketing Mail are sent in bulk, often from large 
businesses and mail consolidators, we analyze the recipients 
of those types of mail and how their volumes are changing. The 
volume patterns of each of these three mail categories differ 
across the United States.

Along with regional variation in mail volume, this study explores 
differences related to two critical factors for mail users and 
the Postal Service: income and population density. Higher-
income areas tend to receive more bulk mail. Interestingly, our 
analysis found that high-density suburbs receive more mail per 

adult resident than either urban or rural areas, with those rural 
areas receiving much less mail per adult. However, those rural 
areas have also experienced the slowest decline. This puts the 
Postal Service in a difficult position: it faces a tension between 
operating in a business-like manner by focusing on customers 
generating the most revenue and providing equitable universal 
service across the nation to customers who rely on mail to 
conduct their business and personal communications.

The financial viability of the Postal Service and its very 
existence depend on the demand for its mail products. While 
overall declines will continue to present challenges for the 
Postal Service, data from recent years suggest that rates 
of volume decline have slowed since the end of the Great 
Recession of 2008. Although mail volumes are unlikely to return 
to pre-recession levels, they are also no longer declining at 
high, recession-level rates. Over the last decade, the Postal 
Service has adjusted the size of its processing network in 
response to the smaller amount of mail handled. As it adjusts 
to the proliferation of digital alternatives and declining volumes, 
the Postal Service must also align its strategic planning with 
regional variations in customer demand. A clear understanding 
of mail volumes and how they are changing across the country 
can enable the Postal Service to better manage resources, 
improve existing services, guide the development of new 
products, and better meet the changing needs of customers.
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Observations Introduction
The U.S. Postal Service remains a critically important means of communication and commerce for many Americans. This vital 
network of facilities and carriers provides a consistent, secure, and ubiquitous avenue for businesses to reach new customers and 
for citizens to share ideas, conduct financial transactions, and receive ecommerce purchases. Moreover, no other entity provides 
these critical functions at the same levels of accessibility and affordability.

The viability of the Postal Service depends on the 
demand for mail products. The general decline in volume 
of mail in recent years has altered its long-term financial 
position, forcing the Postal Service to revisit how it can 
continue to offer efficient, affordable, and universal service 
to all Americans. Since the Great Recession of 2008, 
volumes of some mail products carried by the Postal Service 
have increased. For instance, packages have become an 
increasingly prominent product for the Postal Service, with 
volume growing 68 percent to 5.2 billion pieces between 
2009 and 2016.1 The volumes of core mail items including 
letters, however, have not returned to pre-recession 
levels. Though the Great Recession saw a precipitous 
drop in First-Class Mail Single-Piece (FCM-SP) volume, 
the rate of decline has slowed in recent years, as shown 
in Figure 1.

However, looking only at total, nationwide volume trends 
obscures how millions of Americans actually use mail 
and depend on the Postal Service. In the 2015 white 
paper Declines in U.S. Postal Service Mail Volume Vary 
Widely across the United States, the U.S. Postal Service 
Office of Inspector General (OIG) took a first step toward 
exploring how mail use varied across geographic regions 
in the country.2 That report found striking differences in 
the rate of decline for FCM-SP volume in different regions 
of the country and that the decline appeared to be slowing 
overall. Additionally, the report noted that while older households and households with higher levels of income consistently send 
more pieces of FCM-SP, demographic and economic factors like age, income, and education had little discernable relationship 
with rate of decline in volume.

 

Rate of Decline in the Volume of 
First-Class Mail Single Piece Has 
Slowed In Recent Years
From 2009-2012, year-to-year declines in FCM-SP total 
volume were in excess of 10 percent. Since 2013, annual 
declines have averaged less than 6 percent per year.

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data.
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Figure 1: Total Volume of Single-Piece First-Class 
Mail, 2006-2015
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1 Figures include Priority Mail, Standard Post, Parcel Select Mail, Parcel Return Service Mail, Standard Parcels, Package Service Mail, First-Class Mail Parcels, First-Class 
Package Service, and Priority Mail Express, reflecting data from U.S. Postal Service, Revenue, Pieces & Weight (RPW) FY 2016, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/
financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2016.pdf and U.S. Postal Service, Revenue, Pieces & Weight (RPW) FY 2009, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/
revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2009.pdf.

2 U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General, Declines in U.S. Postal Service Mail Volume Vary Widely across the United States, Report No. RARC-WP-15-010,  
April 27, 2015, https://www.uspsoig.gov/document/declines-us-postal-service-mail-volume-vary-widely-across-united-states.

http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2016.pdf
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2016.pdf
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2009.pdf
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2009.pdf
 https://www.uspsoig.gov/document/declines-us-postal-service-mail-volume-vary-widely-across-united-states


In response to stakeholder feedback expressing interest in expanding this analysis to other key postal products, this paper assesses 
geographic variation in the use of three mail categories described in Figure 2: FCM-SP, First-Class Mail Presort (FCM-Presort), and 
Marketing Mail (previously known as Standard Mail through January 2017).3 Each of these mail products experienced overall 
declines coinciding with the Great Recession. None of them have returned to pre-recession levels, though Marketing Mail volume 
has remained steady in recent years and FCM-Presort actually showed a small increase in total volume from 2014 to 2015 (See 
Figure 3). Together, these three types of mail constituted over 90 percent of total mail volume in 2015.4 Analyzing trends among 
these different classes of mail can indicate whether these products have a sustainable level of demand and inform future strategic 
planning. In addition, deeply understanding regional differences in mail usage will allow the Postal Service to properly scale its 
operations and adjust capacity throughout its network while maintaining dependable levels of service to all Americans.

Three Mail Products Examined for 
This Study

Figure 2: Mail Categories in the 2017 OIG Study 

Three Core Mail Products Show 
Different Rates of National Decline
While the reasons behind the trends vary, three of the Postal 
Service’s core mail products have been experiencing 
national declines since 2007 or before. However, recent 
years appear to show a leveling off of volume for each mail 
type.
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Figure 3: Total Volume Trends for First Class  
and Marketing Mail
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3 Standard Mail was rebranded as Marketing Mail as of January 2017 but retains the same requirements, service standards, and postage statements. A phased transition 
will update postage markings, indicia, and postal supplies. For detail, see http://pe.usps.com/DMMAdvisory/Show?dmmAdvisory=DMMAdvisory122216.htm&year=2016.

4 U.S. Postal Service, Revenue, Pieces & Weight (RPW) FY 2015, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2015.pdf, p. 5. The RPW 
filing reports 20.6 billion pieces of FCM-SP, 40.2 billion pieces of FCM-Presort, 80.1 billion pieces of Marketing Mail (known as Standard Mail at the time), and 154.2 
billion total pieces of mail, including Market Dominant and Competitive (Total All Mail).

http://pe.usps.com/DMMAdvisory/Show?dmmAdvisory=DMMAdvisory122216.htm&year=2016
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2015.pdf


This paper explores changes in these mail products at three different geographic levels: state, regional, and 3-digit ZIP Code.5 
Through this research, the OIG has found that:

 ■ Mail volume decline has slowed since the Great Recession, indicative of stabilizing volume. All three mail products examined in 
this study have experienced only single-digit percent volume declines every year since 2013, with FCM-Presort and Marketing 
Mail exhibiting the potential for modest increases.

 ■ The extent of changes in mail volume continues to vary across geographic regions. However, the variation in how Americans 
in different parts of the country use mail is narrowing, suggesting a convergence in mail use. Across all products examined, the 
gap between the highest- and lowest-volume states narrowed significantly.

 ■ Destination data for FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail show that mailers appear to be sending more mail to areas with high 
incomes and high-density suburban areas.6

Despite the fact that the overall decline in mail volume has continued, this research finds that in some parts of the country, mail 
is being used and relied upon more heavily than in others. While many Americans are sensding fewer pieces of FCM-SP than 
in previous years, an examination of other types of mail, such as FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail, reveals that these products 
remain a vital channel for businesses to reach citizens, resulting in at least the potential for volume growth in the near future. An 
easy-to-use, point-and-click interactive map accompanies this report and provides detailed volume and volume change data by 
state at the following link: please click here for the interactive map.

Analytical Approach

Data for this study are drawn from the Postal Service’s Origin Destination Information System (ODIS) database, which provides 
both originating and destinating information for mailpieces at the 3-digit ZIP Code level.7 This allows us to measure mail volume by 
the population as reported by the U.S. Census Bureau’s American FactFinder. Because the population data are only current as of 
2015, our analysis extends only through that year.

There are 999 possible 3-digit ZIP Codes but only 932 are currently in use. However, the Postal Service reserves a number of 
these for a few special types of facilities, like government offices and military installations, to increase the efficiency of mail delivery. 
Because the purpose of this study is to use the origin and destination points to make determinations about mail use by customers in 
those geographic locations, some of these special ZIP Codes are not included in the analysis. Ultimately, this study analyzes data 
from 882 of the 932 3-digit ZIP Codes from around the country. As a result, ODIS volume estimates from this study might differ from 
volumes in Revenue, Pieces & Weight (RPW) documents published by the Postal Service from the same periods.

5 These data allow the OIG to measure total volume, year-to-year percent changes in total volume, and volume per adult for these products. Additionally, the OIG 
disaggregated these measures by geographic area to examine more local trends, examining volume data by 3-digit ZIP (for Marketing Mail and FCM-Presort), by selected 
regions comprised of collections of 3-digit ZIPs, and by state. In so doing, the OIG hopes to control for the effects of network optimization shifting mail volumes to different 
facilities. The 3-digit prefix of the traditional 5-digit ZIP Code identifies a broader geographic area.

6 Because annual estimates of mean household income are available only at the 5-digit ZIP level, the mean household incomes of 5-digit ZIPs are multiplied by the number 
of households within the 5-digit ZIP, as calculated by the U.S. Census Bureau. Those resulting products are clustered by 3-digit ZIPs and divided by the aggregate 
number of households within the 3-digit ZIP, resulting in a mean household income for the 3-digit ZIP.

7 While volume data at the traditional 5-digit ZIP Code level could provide for a more in-depth and localized analysis, after consulting with our experts in postal data 
collection and management, it was determined the volume estimates at this geographic level were not sufficiently reliable.
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To account for operational shifts in mail handling, we have grouped these ZIP Codes into collections of 115 geographic regions, 
making every attempt to consider regional economic ties and postal operations.

Finally, we also conducted an analysis by state, including data from Puerto Rico and the District of Columbia. Figure 4 shows 
the three geographic tiers of our analysis. Together, these areas represent about 99 percent of all mail volume from these three 
categories (FCM-SP, FCM-Presort, and Marketing Mail). Because the age distributions of residents are similar across states, 
regions, and 3-digit ZIP Codes, it is difficult to identify relationships between mail use and age based on available data.8

Figure 4: The Three Tiers of Analysis

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Volume Data and USPS operations map.
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National Trends
Single-Piece Mail

Even with its declining share of volume, FCM-SP remains the flagship product of the Postal Service. The ability to simply purchase 
stamps and drop envelopes in a home mailbox, at one of the ubiquitous blue collection boxes, or at a local post office makes FCM-
SP the easiest way for individuals to send letter mail. Businesses also continue to rely on it to send letters conducting transactions 
and correspondence on a small scale. As a result, data about this type of mail’s origination point are critical in understanding how 
people continue to use this core postal product.

When it comes to tracing national volume trends, FCM-SP is an exception among postal products. While total Postal Service mail 
volume peaked in 2007, FCM-SP volume has been declining since 1996.9 Annual declines through 2006 had been manageable — 
averaging less than 2 percent per year, but the pace of decline rapidly accelerated during the Great Recession, quickly jumping to 
over 11 percent annual decline in total volume.

More recently, rates of decline have slowed down. As seen in Figure 5, the average number of pieces of FCM-SP mail sent by 
American adults from 2009 to 2012 dropped by nearly one-third. While declines have continued, they slowed in the subsequent 

8 Previous research has demonstrated that a number of different factors correlate with mail volume at the household level including age, income, education, and high-
speed Internet access. As with age, many of these factors are difficult to analyze at the 3-digit ZIP Code level and above. Also, a number of these factors exhibit 
multicollinearity making multivariate analysis difficult and unreliable. For instance, mail volume appears to increase with age, but age also appears to be correlated with 
income. This paper is intended to be a descriptive analysis of mail use within geographic areas rather than a regression-based statistical analysis. For further explanation 
of the relationship between mail use and age, see U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General, Declines in U.S. Postal Service Mail Volume Vary Widely across the 
United States, Report No. RARC-WP-15-010, April 27, 2015, https://www.uspsoig.gov/document/declines-us-postal-service-mail-volume-vary-widely-across-united-states.

9 Among the ZIPs included in this study (excluding government, military, and certain territories), the volume of FCM-SP mail has declined every year since 1996 (approximately 
54.3 billion pieces). With approximately 20.8 billion pieces in 2015, FCM-SP volume has experienced a nearly 62 percent decline in volume over those 20 years.

While FCM-SP once 

made up the majority of 

total USPS mail volume, 

it now accounts for less 

than 14 percent.

https://www.uspsoig.gov/document/declines-us-postal-service-mail-volume-vary-widely-across-united-states


three years. Although volumes are now much lower than in 
the heyday of the mid 1990s, total First-Class Mail volumes 
are around the level they were in the early 1980s. The 
current, slower level of decline leads to greater predictability, 
stability, and an increasingly clear understanding of the new 
base level of demand for this hallmark product.

While analyzing the total volume decline can be useful, 
it does not alone convey how Americans are using the 
mail because changes in volume can either be mitigated 
or exaggerated by population shifts. For example, a slow 
decline in total volume can obscure a dramatic shift in 
the number of actual mailpieces sent by individuals if the 
population grows much faster than the volume falls. Instead, 
measuring the volume per adult resident can yield greater 
insight into Americans’ changing use of FCM-SP.10 While 
adults sent an average of 277 pieces of FCM-SP in 1996, 
by 2015 that number plummeted to 83 pieces per year (See 
Figure 5).11

Bulk Mail

In addition to single-piece mail, the Postal Service also 
accepts mail shipments in bulk at facilities called Business 
Mail Entry Units (BMEU).12 The two largest types of letter 
mail sent in bulk are FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail. Aside 
from being submitted to the Postal Service in bulk, these 
products are similar in that they are often sorted by the mailer based on their destination point, lowering the processing cost for 
the Postal Service and qualifying for discounted postage rates. Unlike the previous section, which assesses FCM-SP by its point of 
origination, this section assesses bulk mail volume by its destination point. Because these mail types are sent in bulk, the origination 
points tend to be concentrated at mail shops, corporate offices, and large-scale preparation facilities. Examining this type of mail by 
the destination point instead sheds a better light on how it is used by mailers and recipients.

Despite similarities in how the mail is prepared and accepted, FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail are different in a number of ways. 
For instance, FCM-Presort moves through the mail much faster than Marketing Mail, with delivery in two to three days. First-Class 
Mail also has content standards. Bills, statements of account, items containing personal information, hand- or type-written material, 
and postcards must be sent via First-Class Mail.13 Meanwhile, Marketing Mail typically is used for uniform and less time-sensitive 
mailings and often consists of advertising materials including flyers, circulars, newsletters, bulletins, and catalogs. Because of the 
lower delivery standards, lower priority in handling, and the larger portion of preparation work done by the mailer, Marketing Mail is 

10 “Volume per adult” refers to a measure of the average number of pieces of mail that adults (population age 18+) are sending from a given area over the course of a year.
11 This study uses the “volume per adult” measure to control for population changes, meaning this 70 percent decrease in usage is slightly higher than the 62 percent 

decline in total volume over the same period. While growth in population helps mitigate the total volume and revenue losses, it may also indicate the decline in relevance 
of FCM-SP across the broader population.

12 U.S. Postal Service, “What is Bulk Mail? Is it Right for You?,” 2017, http://pe.usps.com/BusinessMail101?ViewName=WhatIsBulkMail.
13 For additional details on First-Class Mail Standards, see http://pe.usps.com/Archive/HTML/DMMArchive20070315/233.htm#wp1037749, or on Marketing Mail Standards, 

see http://pe.usps.com/Archive/HTML/DMMArchive20070315/243.htm.

Figure 5: FCM-SP Mail Pieces per Adult Nationwide, 
1995-2015
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First-Class Mail Single Piece Has 
Demonstrated Dramatic Declines 
since 1996
Whether analyzed in terms of total volume or per adult 
volume, the use of end-to-end, stamped mail sent by 
individual citizens has declined substantially. While in 
1996, the average adult sent 277 pieces of FCM-SP, by 
2015 that declined 70 percent to 83 pieces sent per 
adult.

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau 
American FactFinder, 2015 Population Age 18+.
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offered at a lower rate — averaging 22 cents per piece in 2015 compared to 39 cents for FCM-Presort.14

Even as the overall volume of FCM-SP began to decline after 1996, the volume of FCM-Presort continued to surge until its 
peak in 2007. That year, the Postal Service handled 
approximately 58 billion pieces of FCM-Presort in the 
882 3-digit ZIPs in this study. Since then, there has 
been a national decline in the volume of FCM-Presort, 
but not nearly to the extent of its FCM-SP counterpart. 
In 2002, FCM-Presort volume (both total and per adult) 
overtook FCM-SP volume for the first time. Since then, 
the gap between the two products has grown, with FCM-
Presort volume currently at about twice that of FCM-SP, 
and representing slightly more than a quarter of all mail 
volume handled by the Postal Service in 2015. American 
adults received an average of 253 pieces of FCM-Presort 
mail in 2007, steadily declining to the 2015 rate of  
171 pieces per adult — a 32 percent decline, as shown  
in Figure 6.15

Marketing Mail is also playing an increasingly prominent 
role in the Postal Service’s product portfolio. At 
approximately 80 billion pieces, Marketing Mail volume 
is higher than FCM-SP and FCM-Presort combined. In 
2015, it made up about 52 percent of total mail volume.16 
Like FCM-Presort, Marketing Mail volume peaked in 
2007. At that point, volume in the 882 3-digit ZIP Codes 
in this study climbed to just shy of 100 billion pieces, 
followed by a sharp decline to 83 billion pieces just 
two years later in 2009. Since then, the total volume of 
Marketing Mail has flattened, at approximately 80 billion 
pieces per year from 2012 to 2015.

While it is encouraging that the total volume of Marketing Mail is at its highest level since 2011, it is important to keep this trend in 
perspective. Volume per adult has actually continued to decline. The average American adult received approximately 312 pieces of 
Marketing Mail in 2015, down roughly 3 percent compared to the previous year. Since the peak of Marketing Mail in 2007, volume 
per adult is down about 28 percent though much of this decline came in the wake of the Great Recession (See Figure 7). Since 
2012, declines in volume per adult have been comparatively small.

 

Figure 6: FCM-Presort Mailpieces Per Adult Nationwide, 
1995-2015

First-Class Mail Presort Has Returned 
to the Level Seen in the Early 1990s.

Despite declining from its 2007 peak, the number of FCM-
Presort mail pieces received by each adult in the U.S. has 
returned to the level handled by the Postal Service in the 
early- to mid-1990s.

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau 
American FactFinder, 2015 Population Age 18+.
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14 Average per piece rate determined by dividing total product revenue by total product volume as reported on 2015 RPW filing. See also U.S. Postal Service, Public Cost 
and Revenue Analysis, 2015, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/cost-revenue-analysis-reports/fy2015.pdf.

15 Because prior to the Great Recession volume was growing at a faster rate than the population, volume per adult of FCM-Presort mail peaked a year earlier than 
aggregate volume. In 2006, volume per adult was 255 pieces per adult.

16 U.S. Postal Service, Revenue, Pieces, and Weight Report, 2015, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2015.pdf.

http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/cost-revenue-analysis-reports/fy2015.pdf
http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2015.pdf


Even in the face of mounting declines, the raw number of 
letters handled by the Postal Service is substantially higher 
than posts in other developed countries. For instance, in 
2015, per adult volume of addressed letter mail in the United 
Kingdom was about 238.17 In comparison, the Postal Service 
handled 566 pieces of mail per adult from only the three 
categories of mail examined in this study. This is despite 
having a substantially larger population spread out over a 
much wider geographic area.18 In fact, the Postal Service 
delivers 47 percent of all mail volume worldwide.19

State and Regional Trends
Although national trends in both total volume and volume 
per adult seem to tell a clear and uniform story of declining 
volume with a slowdown in the decline in recent years, 
examining mail use at a more localized level provides a 
deeper understanding of how Americans are using the 
mail differently depending on where they live. This paper 
considers mail volume per adult in two ways: at the state 
level, and at a more localized regional level. This regional 
level consists of 115 regions constructed from clusters of 
3-digit ZIP Codes, taking into account regional economic 
ties. Aside from providing deeper insight into the state 
findings, this regional segmentation attempts to account for 
the complicated and ever-changing mail processing system.

This segmentation also allows us to present our findings in a readily accessible map. Along with this paper, we have created an 
interactive map for readers who would like to compare volumes and rates of change across states. An easy-to-use, point-and-click 
interactive map accompanies this report and provides detail by state at the following link: please click here for the interactive map.

Single-Piece Mail

Dividing the national data into smaller geographic units provides a more nuanced picture of the overall decline. Since 1996, some 
states with high volumes have experienced rapid rates of decline while states with low volumes have experienced slower rates of 
decline. This has resulted in a slow move toward a new national norm in individuals’ use of FCM-SP at the state level. In 1996, the 
volume difference per adult between the highest- and lowest-volume states was 220 pieces of mail, but by 2015, it had dropped to 
111 pieces.20 This evidence suggests that residents of states are converging toward increasingly similar usage of FCM-SP — with 
the differences between the average number of pieces sent by adults significantly shrinking.

17 Addressed Letter Mail Volume from Ofcom, UK Postal Services: Industry Key Metrics https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/cmr/cmr16/downloads, UK Post data 
(CSV) Line 109 and adult population data from United Kingdom Office of National Statistics Population Estimates https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/
populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/populationestimatesforukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland,Table MYE2: Population estimates by single 
year of age and sex for local authorities in the UK, mid-2015.

18 In 2015, the Postal Service processed 20.8 billion pieces of FCM-SP, 42.8 billion pieces of FCM-Presort, and 78.1 billion pieces of Marketing Mail (known as Standard 
Mail at the time) totaling 141.7 billion pieces of mail (letters and flats) according to the USPS Revenue, Piece, and Weight reports.

19 U.S. Postal Service, Postal Facts: Size and scope, https://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-facts/size-scope.htm.
20 In 1996, volume per adult in the states ranged from 163 pieces to 396 pieces of FCM-SP mail. As expected, the most recent year of data available, FY 2015, indicates a 

precipitous drop in that range — 56 pieces to 176 pieces on the outer bounds, excluding Puerto Rico.

Figure 7: Marketing Mailpieces per Adult State 
Resident. 2007-2015

Marketing Mail Declines Have Slowed 
in Recent Years.

Although Marketing Mail has declined 28 percent since its 
2007 peak, the majority of this decline occurred between 
2007 and 2009. Since 2012, Marketing Mail volume per 
adult has declined only 5 percent, to 312 pieces in 2015, 
the same level seen in 1996.

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau 
American FactFinder, 2015 Population Age 18+.
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Current levels of mail use in the states can reflect where people still heavily rely on mail as a medium for communication and 
commerce. Of particular importance are states with high volumes but slow rates of decline, indicating both heavy reliance and 
relative stability in FCM-SP. The Dakotas, for example, in addition to having among the slowest rates of decline, also had among 
the highest volumes per adult in 2015 — 163 pieces per adult in North Dakota and 150 pieces per adult in South Dakota. As 
shown in Figure 8, two high-volume clusters of states exist in the Northeast and the upper Midwest. On the opposite end of the 
spectrum, the states with the lowest volume per adult tended to be located in a band extending across the southern tier of states, 
from Nevada and Arizona eastward through South Carolina.

Figure 8: FCM-SP Volume Sent Per Adult Resident by State, 2015

Individuals in the Upper Midwest and Northeast Send More Mail 
On average, adults in the upper Midwest and Northeast sent significantly more First-Class Mail 
pieces in 2015 than those who live in other parts of the country. At the same time, residents of 
southern and southwestern states sent fewer mail pieces. 

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Data on 2015 First-Class Mail Single-Piece Volume and U.S. Census Bureau American FactFinder, 
2015 Population Age 18+. 
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Bulk Mail

Though to a lesser degree than FCM-SP, high 
and low volumes per adult for FCM-Presort and 
Marketing Mail tend to be clustered in particular 
areas. Figures 9 and 10 show that states in the 
upper-Midwest and northeast corridor tended to 
receive higher volumes per adult, often of both 
types of bulk mail. For instance, adult residents of 
Minnesota averaged 192 pieces of FCM-Presort 
and 359 pieces of Marketing Mail in 2015. These 
volumes are well above the national average. 
Residents along the northeast corridor have similar 
experiences, with the District of Columbia, New 
Jersey, and Massachusetts having similarly high 
volumes for these two mail products. While states 
in the Southwest had lower volumes per adult, adult 
residents of several states in the Southeast where 
use of FCM-SP was lower, such as South Carolina, 
Georgia, and Florida, received moderate volumes 
of bulk mail. While less FCM-SP mail seems to be 
flowing out of these areas, it is clear that senders of 
FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail still find value in 
sending mail to adult residents of these states.

Figure 9: FCM-Presort Mailpieces Received per Adult 
Resident by State, 2015

Upper Midwest and Rust Belt Residents Receive More FCM-Presort 
On average, mailers sent a relatively high number of statements, bills, and other presorted mail to 
adults in the upper Midwest and in eastern Rust Belt states in 2015.  

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Data on First-Class Mail Presort Pieces Received in 2015 and U.S. Census Bureau American 
FactFinder, 2015 Population Age 18+. 
.	

Figure 10: Marketing Mail Volume per Adult Resident by 
State, 2015

Midwest and Northeast Residents Receive More Marketing Mail 
On average, adults in many Midwestern and Northeastern states received a relatively high number 
of Marketing Mail pieces ─ the bulk of which are advertisements ─ in 2015. Interestingly, while 
adults in North Dakota and Alaska received high volumes of presorted First-Class Mail, marketers 
sent them below-average amounts of Marketing Mail.  

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Data on 2015 Marketing Mail Pieces Received and U.S. Census Bureau American FactFinder, 
2015 Population Age 18+. 
.	
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When looking at volume trends over time at the state level, both FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail are experiencing a narrowing 
in the gap between the highest and lowest volume states since their 2007 peak, similar to the trend in FCM-SP. For FCM-Presort, 
the difference between the highest and lowest volume states declined from 140 to 59 pieces of mail per adult resident. Marketing 
Mail showed wide variation between states. The range between the average volume per adult resident in the highest and lowest 
volume states was much wider than either of the other mail products. The highest volume state (Delaware) received an average 
of 399 pieces of Marketing Mail in 2015 while residents of the lowest volume state (Hawaii) only received 199 pieces per year, a 
200-piece gap. Figure 11 shows the narrowing of the gap over time in state volumes per adult for FCM-SP and the combination 
of both types of bulk mail. When rates of decline are considered, the southern and Appalachian states all had lower-than-average 
rates of decline, indicating stability, despite lower volumes. This relative consistency could mean that Marketing Mail remains a 
strong advertising medium even in the face of growing electronic alternatives in these areas.

Figure 11: The Gap between Highest and Lowest Volume Per Adult at the State Level, 2005-2015

This convergence among the states is a product of the fact that those states with lower volumes per adult in 2007 tend to have 
slower rates of decline, while those with higher volumes per adult at the 2007 peak are experiencing higher-than-average decline. 
States with low volumes but also slow rates of decline indicate areas of stability. Many of these states are in the southern and 
Appalachian regions. Another group of interest, though less common, is states with high volumes and slow rates of decline. 
Just five states had above average volume and below average rate of decline for both types of bulk mail. These states — 
Massachusetts, Wisconsin, Iowa, Missouri, and Nebraska — represent areas with customers that are loyal to mail and highly 
valued by senders. For maps comparing mail use at the regional level, please refer to Appendix C.
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Difference in FCM-SP and Bulk Mail Volume for Adult Residents Is 
Narrowing across the Country
The variation in mail use has declined at the state level over the last decade. This means that the difference 
between the amount of single-piece mail sent and bulk mail received annually by adult residents in the 
highest-volume and lowest-volume states is narrowing. Between 2005 and 2015, the lowest-volume states 
declined at a slower rate than highest-volume states, resulting in the convergence evident in the graphs 
below.

FCM-SP Bulk Mail (FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail)

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau American FactFinder, 2015 Population Age 18+.
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Mail Use by Income
Dating back to the 1990s, empirical research on different types of mail has found that “mail goes where the money is.”21 That is, 
higher income areas tend to receive higher volumes of mail.

In 2015, it appears that bulk mail continues to be sent to higher-income ZIP Codes — those areas where the money is. However, 
there are notable exceptions. For example, the only high-income region with FCM-Presort volume per adult below the national 
average is the San Francisco Bay area, which 
includes communities in and near the Silicon Valley 
technology corridor. Citizens in this area might 
be particularly tied to digital alternatives for billing 
and payments. Meanwhile, this same region is a 
high-volume recipient of Marketing Mail, showing 
that advertisers still see value in sending physical 
advertising mail to residents around this digital hub. 
This divergence highlights the differing purposes 
of these two types of mail products, though for 
the most part, wealthy regions tend to receive 
significantly higher amounts of bills, statements and 
advertising mail.

Examining the 3-digit ZIP Code data by income, 
Figure 12 reveals that the lowest-income quartile 
received significantly less FCM-Presort volume per 
adult, 30 fewer pieces of mail per year than adults 
in the highest-income quartile.22 Considering that 
much FCM-Presort mail consists of a variety of bills 
and statements, it is intuitive that lower- income 
areas would receive less of this type of mail. 
Meanwhile, the highest-income quartile received 
more FCM-Presort than the other three quartiles, 
183 pieces per year on average, or almost one 
piece every other day for each adult resident. 
Despite the plethora of channels available to 
communicate information to the American public, 
presort mailers and recipients still find value in 
sending and receiving hard-copy mail for a wide 
variety of important items.

 

Figure 12: First-Class Mail Presort Per Volume Per Adult by 
Income Quartile

Higher-Income Areas Receive More 
FCM-Presort Volume Per Adult

In 2015, adult residents of low-income ZIP Codes received 
significantly less FCM-Presort on average, than any other 
income quartile. Meanwhile, high-income ZIP Codes received 
the most, nearly 30 more pieces per year than the lowest-
income ZIP Codes.   

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau American 
FactFinder.
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21 Kolin, Marshall, and Edward J. Smith, “Mail Goes Where the Money Is,” Emerging Competition in Postal and Delivery Services, 1999, pp. 159-79. This study examined 
mail delivery on “rural routes,” which also include areas like suburbs and exurbs that are more densly populated.

22 In the Census Bureau data, only 5-digit ZIP income data were available, with mean incomes subsequently aggregated to the 3-digit ZIP level. Using median income would 
help clarify the difference between income distributions in urban and high-density suburban areas, but those data were not available.



Even after profound changes in technology and 
advertising alternatives, Marketing Mail volumes 
across the country are still closely related to the 
income of the recipient. As Figure 13 shows, the 
difference between the highest- and lowest-income 
ZIP Codes is clear. On average, residents of ZIP 
Codes in the highest-income quartile received 
121 more pieces of Marketing Mail in 2015 than 
residents of the lowest-income ZIPs. Looking at 
differences between 3-digit ZIP Codes in nearby 
geographic locations can provide some striking 
touchpoints. For example, while residents of the 
Inglewood/Lenox section of Los Angeles receive 
only an average of 196 pieces of Marketing Mail per 
year, their wealthier neighbors a few miles away in 
the Santa Monica area receive 539.23 It is quite clear 
from the data that marketers using Marketing Mail 
more heavily target geographic areas with greater 
average income throughout the United States.

Some might think higher income households 
receiving more mail volume would seem odd 
because those households can afford to be more 
closely tied to digital alternatives. It is true that 
wealthy households are more likely to use digital 
communication channels. However, the 2015 
Postal Service Household Diary Study showed that 

wealthy households also receive more transactional mail, because those with higher income “on average, have more financial 
accounts, insurance policies, and credit cards — all generators of transactional mail volume.”24 While their transactions are more 
likely to be digital than physical relative to those with lower incomes, they are engaging in more total transactions. With a smaller 
slice of a much larger total pie, this means that they continue to receive larger numbers of bills, statements, and solicitations via 
mail due to the sheer volume of their total transactions. As a result, while higher-income areas currently receive notably more mail 
volume per adult, those are the same areas that may also be at the greatest risk of increased electronic diversion.

Mail Use by Population Density (Urbanization)
With 3-digit ZIP Codes, it is also possible to gain greater insight into mail use based on where communities fall on the urban-
rural spectrum. This study uses adult population density to create a functional definition of community types. The most densely 
populated areas (more than 4,000 adults per square mile) are considered “urban” while the least densely populated (fewer than 
100 adults per square mile) are considered “rural.” The population densities of “suburban” areas fall in between.25 We divided 

23 The 903 3-digit ZIP Code covers Inglewood/Lenox and the 904 ZIP Code covers the Santa Monica area. The distance between the two communities is approximately  
12 miles.

24 U.S. Postal Service, Household Diary Study, 2015, p. 28.
25 The US Census Bureau does not provide a definition for suburban areas. The thresholds for levels of urbanization within 3-digit ZIP Codes are designated by the OIG for 

the purposes of discussion.

Figure 13: Marketing Mail Differences by Income

Higher-Income Areas Receive the 
Most Marketing Mail
The “mail-goes-where-the-money-is” phenomenon clearly 
still applies to Marketing Mail. In 2015, adult residents of 
high-income ZIP Codes received 121 more pieces of mail 
than adults in ZIP Codes from the lowest-income group.  

Source: OIG analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau 
American FactFinder.
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these areas into two groups, high-density and low-density suburbs, to account for the fact that suburbs located at the edge of 
urban centers tend to have different densities, dwelling types, and layouts than suburbs on the outer periphery of metropolitan 
areas. An example of a high-density suburb is the 221 ZIP in Northern Virginia, which serves portions of Fairfax and Prince 
William Counties. This includes the communities of McLean, Tysons, Vienna, Springfield, and Woodbridge where residential 
neighborhoods have single-family homes interspersed with high-rise apartment complexes. An example of a low-density suburb is 
the adjacent 201 ZIP, farther west of Washington, DC. This suburban ZIP serves western Fairfax County and portions of Loudoun, 
Prince William, and Fauquier Counties, including the communities of Leesburg and Warrenton where there are mostly single-family 
homes, often with more open land between them.

Interestingly, both the volume of FCM-Presort per adult resident and the rate of decline differed between communities with 
different population densities, perhaps indicating that residents in particular types of communities place a greater value on hard-
copy mail or are engaging in more transactions. Table 1 shows that high-density suburban areas receive the most of this type of 
mail. Comparing the highest and lowest volume areas, residents of the high-density suburbs received 23 more pieces of this type 
of mail than rural residents did in 2015. This difference is consistent with the notion that high-density areas receive more FCM-
Presort, as they likely receive more bills and solicitations than rural residents, have more financial resources, and often live in more 
economically and educationally homogenous communities than urban areas. Having people with similar demographic characteristics 
in a geographic area makes it more efficient for businesses and advertisers to target that area with similar mailpieces.

Table 1: Mail Use Traits of Urban, Suburban, and Rural Areas, 201526

Adult 
Population 

Density
Total  

3D ZIPs
Percent of  

Adult 
Population

FCM- Presort 
Volume, per 

Adult Resident

Marketing Mail 
Volume, per 

Adult Resident

Total Bulk Mail 
Volume, per 

Adult Resident

Urban Over 4,000 per 
square mile 49 9% 172 289 461

High-
Density 
Suburban

Between  
501 and 4,000  
per square mile

202 39% 185 343 528

Low-
Density 
Suburban

Between  
100 and 500  

per square mile
188 27% 172 328 500

Rural Fewer than 100 
per square mile 443 25% 162 281 443

National 882 100% 174 319 493

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Data and U.S. Census Bureau American FactFinder.

26 The numbers reported in this table do not represent statistical comparisons. They represent the total mail volume in the 3-digit ZIP codes in each population density 
category divided by the adult population in 2015.
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Despite experiencing massive declines during the recession, total Marketing Mail volume has remained relatively stable since 
2011. However, communities with different population densities receive very different volumes of mail advertising. Suburban 
residents are also the primary targets of direct Marketing Mail, with adult residents of high-density suburbs receiving an average 
of 343 pieces and low-density suburbs receiving 328 pieces in 2015. There is a clear disparity between these suburban residents 
and their counterparts in urban and rural areas, who received on average at least 12 percent less Marketing Mail in 2015.

While adult residents of urban and rural areas receive the lowest volumes of Marketing Mail, they also have experienced smaller 
declines than suburban areas as shown in Figure 14. In fact, in 2015 they both experienced marginal increases in mail volume 
per adult. This is suggestive of stabilization and consistency in usage for marketing and direct advertising for these communities. 
Meanwhile, both types of suburban communities experienced small year-to-year declines in 2015 volume per adult, though they 
had higher volumes to begin with.

Because many 3-digit ZIP Codes cover large geographic 
areas, there is often variation in population density within 
these areas. While these classifications offer some insight 
on variations in behavior between communities, they 
should not be used to make blanket assumptions about any 
particular area. Generalizations about the urban, suburban, 
and rural makeup of areas should be taken with caution.27

When it comes to Marketing Mail delivery, density 
appears to have a point of diminishing returns. The 
physical proximity and similarity of high-density suburban 
communities makes the delivery of advertising mail cost-
effective, particularly for companies that can send enough 
volume to qualify for discounted rates. Moreover, these 
suburbs are not so densely populated that alternative 
delivery mechanisms become widely competitive. Compare 
this to New York City, the nation’s most highly urbanized 
city. The ability to reach large groups of people living in 
extremely dense, high-rise apartment buildings using fliers 
delivered directly to mail rooms, outdoor advertising (e.g. 
billboards), or other alternatives may make marketing 
through mail somewhat less attractive there. Even with high 
average household incomes, residents of New York City 
receive roughly 25 percent fewer pieces of Marketing Mail 
per adult (240 pieces) than the national average of 319 
pieces and are on par with the entire state of Arkansas. In 
contrast, the close-by suburbs of Long Island (average of 
488 pieces per adult) receive roughly 50 percent more than 
the national average.

27 As an example, the 303 ZIP code in Atlanta and north Georgia includes 13 urbanized 5-digit ZIPs in the urban core of Atlanta, 25 ZIPs that meet the high-density 
suburban classification, and one that falls in the rural classification.

Figure 14: Marketing Mail Volume Per Adult by 
Population Density Group, 2011-2015

Suburban Residents Receive Highest 
Volume of Marketing Mail
Adult residents of suburban areas have consistently received 
the most Marketing Mail, but the volume received by rural 
and urban residents experienced a small increase in 2015.

Source: OIG Analysis of ODIS Volume Data and U.S. Census Bureau 
American FactFinder.
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On the opposite end of the spectrum, rural areas tend to have less commerce and thus less opportunity for direct marketing 
through Marketing Mail. These residents are located farther from retailers and businesses in commercial centers and shopping 
options tend to be more limited in rural areas. For instance, the northern two-thirds of Alaska including the city of Fairbanks (ZIP 
Code 997), is the least densely populated 3-digit ZIP in the nation. Adult residents there received just 107 pieces of Marketing Mail 
per adult in 2015.

The fact that high-density suburbs receive the most Marketing Mail volume can be a positive trend for the Postal Service. Not only 
does this collection of ZIPs represent a plurality of American residents (39 percent) and the most substantial portion of Marketing 
Mail volume (42 percent in 2015), but the population in high-density suburbs is also growing rapidly. The adult population in these 
areas grew by about 3.5 million between 2010 and 2015 indicating an expanding market for a key mail product. These areas also 
have a high population density that makes delivery less costly for the Postal Service. In explaining the differences between high-
density suburbs and core urban areas, it is important to note the potential differences related to income. Although these two areas 
both have higher incomes than rural areas, the distribution of income in urban areas is likely substantially wider, meaning a greater 
mix of wealthy and poorer residents relative to the more homogenous suburbs. The Postal Service should continue to monitor 
Marketing Mail volumes as well as shifting demographic trends in these areas.

Conclusions
Planning for the future of the postal delivery network in a nation as vast and diverse as the United States is extremely complicated 
and cannot rely on nationwide volume trends alone. There is substantial variation in how much mail people across the country 
send and receive even as this paper shows that the volume per adult differences between the states are decreasing. This state, 
regional, and local variation highlights the tension the Postal Service faces as it is caught between two contrasting expectations: 
to operate like a business, and to provide equitable universal service across the country. Though long-term decline in letter mail 
volume makes operational adjustments a necessity, it is important that the Postal Service continue to provide consistent, high-
quality service to customers that still rely on mail. When examining mail use at more localized levels, it is clear that end-to-end, 
stamp-based letter mail remains important for many people across the country to conduct their personal and commercial affairs.

Moreover, letter mail in the postal network is becoming increasingly dominated by items that are sent from one sender to many 
recipients, such as FCM-Presort and Marketing Mail. Thus, the receipt of mail is just as important a use as the sending of mail. 
It is among these mass mailed products where the strongest potential for future growth exists. Despite significant declines since 
2007, it is important to note that both of these mail types have total volumes above 1996 levels, and they both appear to show a 
flattening trend. Marketing Mail may even be heading toward modest growth, as it remains an effective advertising channel used 
by businesses to target various types of consumers. In fact, the Postal Service’s RPW report showed a 1 percent growth in volume 
during 2016.28

Additionally, this research highlights the roles that income and population density play in how much mail volume certain areas 
receive. While large mailers might be targeting certain types of areas for a wide variety of reasons, many individuals and 
organizations across urban, suburban, and rural areas still rely on mail and the quality service it provides to enable their business 
and personal lives. There could be potential network implications in states or regions with high per adult mail volumes, or with 
low total mail volumes but slow rates of decline, representing concentrations of some of the Postal Service’s most loyal and 
dependable customers. These considerations could be addressed in strategic management plans. Identifying variations in volume 
across states and regions presents an opportunity to collaborate with mailers to better understand the impact and value of 
advertising mail in particular regions and communities.

28 U.S. Postal Service, Revenue, Pieces & Weight (RPW) FY 2016, http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2016.pdf.
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While mail volume changes will continue to present challenges, data from recent years suggest that rates of letter volume decline 
have slowed. The fastest rates of volume decline appear to have coincided with the Great Recession of 2008, a global financial 
collapse of a level not seen since the Great Depression. Meanwhile, mail volumes have been in a significant state of flux because 
of the growth of new technologies and changing generational communication styles. Letter mail volumes are unlikely to return 
to pre-recession levels, but they are no longer declining at recession-level rates. It is clear that many citizens and businesses 
continue to rely on the mail, and the Postal Service can count on their demand for its products in the coming years. Anticipating 
and planning for this demand, and understanding the mail volume trends at national and widely varying local levels alike, will help 
the Postal Service continue to meet customers’ needs both now and in the future.
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Appendix A: 2015 
Regional Data Tables

Complete mail trend data for each of the 115 geographic regions analyzed in this study are available below. Regions are listed 
alphabetically by state postal abbreviation. To find data for a specific region, for example the Central Illinois region, first find “IL” 
in the state column of the region table. Then, look to the next column to the right to find each of Illinois’s three regions listed in 
alphabetical order.

The tables include three data points for each of the three mail products examined in this study: originating FCM-SP; destinating 
FCM-Presort; and destinating Marketing Mail. The data of interest are as follows:

 ■ Total Volume 2015 — This number is the total number of mailpieces originating from (FCM-SP) or destinating to (FCM-Presort, 
Marketing Mail) the region during the 2015 fiscal year.

 ■ Volume Per Adult 2015 — This number is the volume of mail sent or received per adult resident of a particular region. An adult 
resident is defined as an individual age 18 or older.

 ■ Change in Volume Per Adult, 2010-2015 — This number is the percentage change in mail volume per adult for a region starting 
in 2010 and ending in 2015, the most recent year of data availability. The base year of 2010 is the first post-recession year 
where population data are available at the ZIP Code level, giving a sense of the current per capita mail volume trend. This 
number also provides a sense of how mail use in a region has changed over time, controlling for shifts in population.

State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
AK Alaska (Statewide) 48 88 -27.7% 102 186 -7.9% 123 226 -10.3%
AL Northern Alabama 215 95 -23.8% 420 185 -11.0% 704 311 6.7%
AL Southern Alabama 102 70 -34.0% 233 160 -21.6% 376 259 -3.6%
AR Arkansas 

(Statewide)
155 69 -40.3% 359 160 -20.6% 549 244 -7.7%

AZ Arizona (Statewide) 327 69 -32.2% 717 152 -25.5% 1,464 310 -11.9%
CA Bay Area 492 76 -39.7% 1,000 170 -23.0% 2,280 354 -5.4%
CA California Central 

Valley and Coast
149 46 -48.3% 503 156 -20.2% 859 266 -5.6%

CA Inland Empire and 
Deserts

118 45 -39.9% 426 162 -20.0% 772 294 -3.9%

CA Los Angeles Region 
and Orange County

962 90 -32.1% 1,924 181 -18.5% 3,866 363 -7.1%

CA Sacramento and 
Northern California

315 83 -35.1% 657 173 -19.1% 1,147 303 -14.9%

CA San Diego 200 80 -36.8% 398 160 -26.0% 856 344 -14.7%
CO Denver and Eastern 

Colorado
305 83 -42.1% 617 167 -25.7% 1,384 375 -4.4%

CO Western Colorado 26 76 -41.6% 57 163 -19.0% 94 271 -22.1%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
CT Central and Eastern 

Connecticut
257 119 -25.4% 375 173 -25.4% 821 379 -10.3%

CT Southwestern 
Connecticut

27 42 -71.5% 131 203 -17.0% 280 435 -9.3%

DC Washington DC 
(District-wide)

85 158 -10.0% 107 199 -11.9% 211 394 -10.7%

DE Delaware 
(Statewide)

77 107 -26.9% 128 178 -26.3% 288 399 -5.0%

FL Central Florida and 
the Space Coast

188 63 -41.6% 512 171 -18.7% 1,023 341 -6.9%

FL Florida Panhandle 108 94 -23.8% 186 162 -17.3% 316 275 -1.7%
FL Jacksonville and 

North Florida
172 93 -29.4% 198 161 -17.6% 596 321 -12.9%

FL Miami and 
Southeast Florida

335 66 -43.2% 932 183 -20.6% 1,737 340 -12.4%

FL Tampa and the Gulf 
Coast

359 80 -33.7% 819 182 -15.6% 1,591 354 -1.7%

GA Atlanta and North 
Georgia

379 73 -37.6% 984 190 -13.2% 1,572 304 -5.7%

GA Middle Georgia 91 73 -30.9% 190 153 -5.4% 287 232 1.3%
GA South Georgia 23 22 -78.8% 177 172 0.2% 277 269 8.7%
HI Hawaii (Statewide) 82 75 -32.0% 177 161 -12.8% 218 199 -13.8%
IA Cedar Rapids, 

Waterloo, and Quad 
Cities Iowa

106 97 -31.7% 188 173 -17.8% 368 339 -2.3%

IA Des Moines and 
Western Iowa

126 98 -46.6% 243 190 -13.1% 443 345 -5.4%

ID Idaho (Statewide) 84 70 -31.3% 199 167 -18.0% 342 288 -5.6%
IL Central Illinois 207 109 -31.0% 295 155 -10.3% 552 291 0.8%
IL Chicago and 

Northern Illinois
662 94 -34.3% 1,292 184 -21.5% 2,532 361 -8.8%

IL Southern Illinois and 
Suburban St. Louis

20 22 -71.8% 156 167 -20.4% 306 327 -8.3%

IN Indianapolis and 
Central Indiana

237 86 -34.3% 495 180 -14.5% 925 336 -1.0%

IN Northern Indiana 89 57 -50.4% 254 165 -16.8% 497 322 -2.2%
IN Southern Indiana 55 81 -4.2% 107 157 -8.6% 199 293 -5.1%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
KS Kansas City and 

Eastern Kansas
47 39 -62.5% 224 186 -16.2% 436 363 1.0%

KS Western Kansas 111 114 -31.4% 155 160 -17.3% 285 295 -0.7%
KY Lexington and 

Eastern Kentucky
87 52 -51.3% 286 172 -12.3% 451 271 -5.7%

KY Louisville and 
Western Kentucky

141 82 -43.0% 296 172 -18.9% 488 284 -3.9%

LA New Orleans and 
Southern Louisiana

192 74 -36.0% 476 184 -7.3% 716 277 -4.5%

LA Northern Louisiana 89 97 -11.2% 158 171 -3.4% 249 270 7.9%
MA Boston and Central 

Massachusetts
371 112 -36.1% 625 188 -16.1% 1,226 369 -6.1%

MA Cape Cod 
and Southern 

Massachusetts

93 71 -46.2% 267 205 -8.5% 536 413 10.1%

MA Western 
Massachusetts

19 27 -79.8% 113 166 -28.4% 210 308 -8.5%

MD Baltimore 220 108 -21.9% 392 192 -9.1% 631 310 -11.1%
MD Eastern Shore 25 88 -39.1% 38 138 -34.5% 92 331 -8.7%
MD Maryland Suburbs 91 50 -57.7% 330 182 -20.1% 756 417 -8.3%
MD Western Maryland 15 32 -75.9% 76 167 -10.9% 155 342 4.7%
ME Maine (Statewide) 122 115 -32.8% 194 182 -14.2% 342 320 -9.2%
MI Detroit and Eastern 

Michigan
452 95 -23.6% 875 183 -20.6% 1,616 339 -15.1%

MI Northern Michigan 
and Upper 
Peninsula

59 97 -28.7% 85 140 -21.5% 174 286 -5.3%

MI Western Michigan 185 82 -37.7% 380 167 -20.3% 701 309 -9.4%
MN Minnesota 

(Statewide)
565 136 -26.7% 795 192 -16.8% 1,487 359 -16.0%

MO Central Missouri 117 84 -36.2% 232 166 -15.7% 409 293 3.2%
MO Kansas City and 

Western Missouri
194 164 -10.5% 229 193 -5.5% 391 331 -4.6%

MO St. Louis and 
Eastern Missouri

272 132 -29.1% 452 219 -14.4% 790 382 -1.6%

MS Jackson and 
Northern Mississippi

110 66 -39.2% 271 162 -13.3% 398 238 -3.5%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
MS Mississippi Gulf 

Coast
36 61 -28.2% 85 147 -23.7% 145 248 -6.5%

MT Montana 
(Statewide)

86 109 -35.9% 150 190 -13.6% 252 318 -8.6%

NC Charlotte and 
Southern Coastal 

Plain

252 83 -39.4% 263 186 -21.5% 841 277 -12.2%

NC Upper Piedmont, 
Research Triangle, 

and Northern 
Coastal Plain

337 85 -35.5% 670 169 -21.0% 1,137 287 1.1%

NC Western North 
Carolina

10 17 -83.4% 77 134 -4.2% 162 283 30.9%

ND North Dakota 
(Statewide)

91 163 -27.4% 102 183 -16.0% 153 274 -12.3%

NE Omaha, Lincoln, 
and Eastern 

Nebraska

177 140 -22.6% 225 178 -17.3% 404 319 -8.3%

NE Western Nebraska 19 136 -18.1% 24 170 0.4% 49 347 19.4%
NH New Hampshire 

(Statewide)
106 105 -39.0% 175 174 -10.7% 382 380 4.8%

NJ Central Jersey 143 113 -31.0% 248 196 -22.0% 527 416 -18.4%
NJ North Jersey 403 97 -45.4% 782 188 -20.1% 1,516 364 -10.3%
NJ South Jersey 151 104 -34.0% 281 194 -19.3% 611 421 -5.5%
NM Albuquerque, Santa 

Fe, and Northern 
New Mexico

81 72 -29.7% 158 141 -28.1% 300 268 -16.2%

NM Southern New 
Mexico

8 17 -76.8% 70 152 27.6% 128 280 53.5%

NV Las Vegas and 
Southern Nevada

99 62 -35.5% 275 172 -16.9% 510 320 -5.3%

NV Reno and Northern 
Nevada

45 83 -33.4% 91 167 -25.5% 163 300 -17.0%

NY Long Island 259 127 -39.3% 453 223 -25.7% 993 488 -15.6%
NY Lower Hudson 

Valley
146 120 -17.2% 263 217 -5.8% 556 459 -8.1%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
NY Mohawk Valley, 

Finger Lakes, and 
Western New York

385 102 -33.4% 646 175 -9.3% 1,115 302 -8.5%

NY New York City 477 70 -38.1% 1,124 165 -17.4% 1,632 240 -11.8%
NY Upper Hudson 

Valley, Catskills, and 
Capital Region

182 109 -33.2% 297 177 -17.3% 569 340 0.6%

OH Cincinnati and 
Southwestern Ohio

150 115 -33.7% 234 178 -20.5% 428 326 -1.3%

OH Columbus and 
Central Ohio

337 100 -28.0% 594 176 -17.8% 1,042 309 -10.2%

OH Northern Ohio 363 86 -45.3% 809 191 -12.9% 1,578 373 3.2%
OK Oklahoma City, 

Western Oklahoma, 
and the Panhandle

151 88 -25.7% 269 169 -14.3% 413 259 -2.9%

OK Tulsa and Eastern 
Oklahoma

98 75 -37.5% 198 151 -15.9% 348 266 -0.3%

OR Oregon (Statewide) 285 92 -33.1% 490 159 -22.1% 910 295 -7.7%
PA Central 

Pennsylvania
268 113 -28.3% 434 183 -11.5% 789 333 -10.7%

PA Lehigh Valley 
and Northeastern 

Pennsylvania

131 96 -39.2% 250 183 -21.9% 447 327 -10.7%

PA Philadelphia and 
Southeastern 
Pennsylvania

275 88 -37.0% 563 181 -10.2% 1,065 342 -18.4%

PA Western 
Pennsylvania

380 119 -23.1% 612 191 -15.9% 1,130 352 -10.9%

PR Puerto Rico 
(Territory-Wide)

62 22 -24.5% 261 94 -8.9% 110 40 4.7%

RI Rhode Island 
(Statewide)

114 136 -24.0% 130 155 -24.3% 253 301 -5.3%

SC Low Country South 
Carolina

57 73 -27.7% 138 177 -16.6% 244 314 -6.1%

SC Midlands South 
Carolina

109 59 -38.3% 344 186 -9.3% 525 283 -2.5%

SC Upstate South 
Carolina

108 101 -2.5% 187 175 -16.8% 319 299 -0.1%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
SD South Dakota 

(Statewide)
96 150 -15.3% 127 200 -12.9% 191 300 -5.2%

TN Central Tennessee 255 103 -31.4% 434 175 -11.1% 733 295 -5.4%
TN Eastern Tennessee 119 89 -7.7% 185 139 -17.4% 370 277 -7.2%
TN Western Tennessee 132 111 -36.3% 197 167 -27.8% 358 302 -10.5%
TX Austin 143 75 -26.8% 317 166 -21.8% 528 277 -14.0%
TX Dallas, Fort Worth, 

and Northeast 
Texas

541 82 -38.5% 1,205 183 -19.0% 2,161 328 -6.5%

TX Houston 322 58 -36.2% 924 167 -13.2% 1,690 305 6.0%
TX San Antonio and 

South Texas
189 54 -32.8% 584 166 -14.1% 903 257 0.7%

TX West Texas and 
Panhandle

171 89 -17.3% 306 160 -12.8% 488 254 5.3%

UT Provo and Southern 
Utah

23 57 -32.4% 54 130 -27.3% 85 206 -15.3%

UT Salt Lake City and 
Northern Utah

157 98 -36.1% 260 163 -25.8% 511 321 -2.6%

VA Blue Ridge 
Highlands

53 48 -60.5% 191 172 -16.4% 276 248 -12.3%

VA Northern Virginia 
and Suburban DC

148 72 -51.5% 354 173 -27.7% 837 409 -17.5%

VA Virginia Piedmont 
and Coastal Plain

261 81 -37.5% 560 173 -30.0% 1,036 320 -14.7%

VT Vermont (Statewide) 85 169 -24.2% 81 162 -24.5% 154 308 -11.1%
WA Cascade Mountains 

and Eastern 
Washington

111 98 -33.0% 191 168 -11.6% 302 266 -15.9%

WA Seattle, Puget 
Sound, and Olympic 

Peninsula

338 80 -32.7% 769 181 -12.7% 1,386 326 -10.4%

WI Green Bay and 
Northern Wisconsin

80 99 -36.8% 147 182 -11.5% 281 347 0.9%

WI Madison, 
Milwaukee, and 

Southern Wisconsin

313 105 -34.8% 526 177 -23.0% 984 331 -7.6%

WI Western Wisconsin 16 25 -77.8% 126 192 3.5% 227 348 9.3%
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State Region Name
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP 
Per Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP 

Per Adult 
Change

FCM-
Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort 

Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- 

Presort 
Per Adult 

Change

Marketing 
Mail 

Volume 
(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per 
Adult 

Change
WV West Virginia 

(Statewide)
110 75 -38.8% 249 169 -14.5% 386 263 3.1%

WY Wyoming 
(Statewide)

44 99 -46.5% 66 151 -22.5% 124 281 -13.1%
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Appendix B: 2015 State 
Data Tables

Complete mail trend data for each of the 50 states, plus the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico, are available below. States are 
listed alphabetically by state postal abbreviation.

 ■ The tables include three data points for each of the three mail products examined in this study: originating FCM-SP; destinating 
FCM-Presort; and destinating Marketing Mail.

 ■ Total Volume 2015 — This number is the total number of mailpieces originating from (FCM-SP) or destinating to (FCM-Presort, 
Marketing Mail) the state during the 2015 fiscal year.

 ■ Volume Per Adult 2015 — This number is the volume of mail sent or received per adult resident of a particular state. An adult 
resident is defined as an individual age 18 or older.

 ■ Change in Volume Per Adult, 2010-2015 — This number is the percentage change in mail volume per adult for a state starting 
in 2010 and ending in 2015, the most recent year of data availability. The base year of 2010 is the first post-recession year 
where population data are available at the ZIP Code level, giving a sense of the current per capita mail volume trend. This 
number also provides a sense of how mail use in a state has changed over time, controlling for shifts in population.

State
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP Per 

Adult Change

FCM-Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- Presort 

Per Adult 
Change

Marketing 
Mail Volume 

(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per Adult 
Change

AK 48 88 -27.7% 102 186 -7.9% 123 226 -10.3%
AL 317 85 -27.4% 653 176 -15.1% 1,080 290 2.8%
AR 155 69 -40.3% 359 160 -20.6% 549 244 -7.7%
AZ 327 69 -32.2% 717 152 -25.5% 1,464 310 -11.9%
CA 2,235 76 -36.5% 5,006 171 -20.5% 9,780 334 -8.0%
CO 332 82 -42.0% 674 167 -25.1% 1,478 366 -5.7%
CT 284 101 -35.3% 506 180 -23.4% 1,101 392 -10.0%
DC 85 158 -10.0% 107 199 -11.9% 211 394 -10.7%
DE 77 107 -26.9% 128 178 -26.3% 288 399 -5.0%
FL 1,162 74 -36.8% 2,747 176 -18.2% 5,263 337 -7.7%
GA 492 66 -41.8% 1,350 182 -10.5% 2,137 287 -3.0%
HI 82 75 -32.0% 177 161 -12.8% 218 199 -13.8%
IA 232 98 -40.7% 431 182 -15.2% 811 342 -4.0%
ID 84 70 -31.3% 199 167 -18.0% 342 288 -5.6%
IL 889 90 -35.5% 1,743 177 -19.6% 3,390 344 -7.3%
IN 380 76 -36.2% 857 172 -14.5% 1,622 325 -1.9%
KS 157 72 -45.1% 379 175 -16.6% 721 332 0.4%
KY 227 67 -46.5% 582 172 -15.8% 939 277 -4.8%
LA 281 80 -29.7% 635 181 -6.3% 965 275 -1.5%
MA 483 91 -42.9% 1,005 189 -15.9% 1,973 372 -2.4%
MD 350 76 -41.5% 836 182 -15.3% 1,634 357 -8.2%
ME 122 115 -32.8% 194 182 -14.2% 342 320 -9.2%
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State
FCM-SP 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM-SP Per 
Adult

2010-2015 
FCM-SP Per 

Adult Change

FCM-Presort 
Volume 

(Million)

FCM- 
Presort Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
FCM- Presort 

Per Adult 
Change

Marketing 
Mail Volume 

(Million)

Marketing 
Mail Per 

Adult

2010-2015 
Marketing 

Mail Per Adult 
Change

MI 695 91 -28.4% 1,340 175 -20.6% 2,491 326 -12.9%
MN 565 136 -26.7% 795 192 -16.8% 1,487 359 -16.0%
MO 584 126 -25.6% 913 196 -12.7% 1,589 342 -1.2%
MS 146 65 -36.9% 356 158 -16.0% 542 241 -4.3%
MT 86 109 -35.9% 150 190 -13.6% 252 318 -8.6%
NC 599 79 -39.9% 1,309 173 -20.4% 2,140 283 -3.0%
ND 91 163 -27.4% 102 183 -16.0% 153 274 -12.3%
NE 196 140 -22.2% 248 177 -15.8% 452 322 -5.9%
NH 106 105 -39.0% 175 174 -10.7% 382 380 4.8%
NJ 697 101 -40.6% 1,311 191 -20.3% 2,653 386 -11.1%
NM 89 56 -40.5% 228 145 -17.1% 428 272 -3.1%
NV 144 67 -34.9% 365 171 -19.2% 673 315 -8.5%
NY 1,437 93 -35.0% 2,783 181 -16.2% 4,865 316 -10.3%
OH 851 95 -37.4% 1,637 184 -15.9% 3,047 342 -2.4%
OK 239 82 -31.1% 466 161 -15.0% 761 262 -1.7%
OR 285 92 -33.1% 490 159 -22.1% 910 295 -7.7%
PA 1,054 105 -30.7% 1,858 185 -14.2% 3,431 341 -13.3%
PR 62 22 -24.5% 261 94 -8.9% 110 40 4.7%
RI 114 136 -24.0% 130 155 -24.3% 253 301 -5.3%
SC 274 74 -25.2% 669 181 -13.0% 1,087 294 -2.6%
SD 96 150 -15.3% 127 200 -12.9% 191 300 -5.2%
TN 505 101 -28.5% 816 163 -17.2% 1,461 292 -7.2%
TX 1,367 70 -34.0% 3,336 171 -16.4% 5,769 296 -1.8%
UT 180 90 -35.6% 313 156 -26.0% 596 297 -4.6%
VA 463 72 -46.0% 1,106 173 -27.1% 2,149 336 -15.2%
VT 85 169 -24.2% 81 162 -24.5% 154 308 -11.1%
WA 449 83 -32.8% 960 178 -12.5% 1,688 313 -11.4%
WI 410 92 -39.8% 799 180 -17.7% 1,492 337 -3.8%
WV 110 75 -38.8% 249 169 -14.5% 386 263 3.1%
WY 44 99 -46.5% 66 151 -22.5% 124 281 -13.1%
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Appendix C:  
Regional Volume Maps

Figure 15: First-Class Mail Single-Piece Volume per Adult Resident by Region, 2015
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Figure 16: First-Class Mail Presort Volume per Adult Resident by Region, 2015
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Figure 17: Marketing Mail Volume per Adult Resident by Region, 2015
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Appendix D: 
Management’s Comments
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Contact Information
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Contact us via our Hotline and FOIA forms. 
Follow us on social networks.

Stay informed.

For media inquiries, contact Agapi Doulaveris
Telephone: 703-248-2286
adoulaveris@uspsoig.gov

http://www.uspsoig.gov/form/new-complaint-form
http://www.uspsoig.gov/form/foia-freedom-information-act
http://www.uspsoig.gov
mailto:adoulaveris@uspsoig.gov
http://www.uspsoig.gov
https://www.facebook.com/oig.usps
https://twitter.com/OIGUSPS
http://www.youtube.com/oigusps
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Executive 
Summary

Highlights
The OIG worked with RCF, an economic firm with 
longstanding postal expertise, to look at possible 
future scenarios for advertising mail. 

RCF developed five 10-year projections of 
Standard Mail volume — the flagship product for 
advertising mail — using 2015 as a starting point. 

The projections ranged from a high of 119 billion 
pieces to a low of 53 billion pieces. This wide 
range of plausible outcomes provides a sense of 
the business risk and opportunity facing the U.S. 
Postal Service with its advertising mail products.

Advertising mail volume has stagnated since the Great 
Recession. What does this development mean for the future? 
The U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General (OIG) 
worked with RCF Economics and Financial Consultants to 
generate projections of Standard Mail volume in 2025 under five 
different scenarios.

These scenarios make different assumptions about the size of 
the U.S. advertising market, the market share of fast growing 
Internet advertising, and how advertising mail is positioned 
within these environments. The scenarios are intended to 
provide guidance as to what might happen under a variety  
of situations.

The five scenarios are as follows:

 ■ Growth and Complementarity

 ■ Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends

 ■ Recent Trends Continue 

 ■ Internet Boom

 ■ Constant Traditional Share

Each is described briefly below.

Growth and Complementarity assumes that advertising 
mail leverages its complementarity with Internet advertising 

and grows relative to other forms of traditional advertising. 
This scenario effectively repeats the technology synergy 
that benefited advertising mail in the 1980s. In this scenario, 
advertising mail grows to 119 billion pieces by 2025, exceeding 
the 2007 peak volume.

Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends assumes that the 
advertising market will grow in step with the economy and 
that Standard Mail will maintain its 2015 market share. The 
result is a 23 percent increase in volume, from 80 to 99 billion 
pieces, by 2025.

Recent Trends Continue assumes that the advertising market 
will grow more slowly than the overall economy. Standard Mail 
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is further assumed to lose market share to the Internet at the 
same rate as recent years. The result is a stalemate: the gain 
from economic growth is all but perfectly offset by slow diversion 
to the Internet. Thus, Standard Mail volume in 2025 is virtually 
unchanged over 2015 and will remain at 80 billion pieces.

Internet Boom assumes the same slow growth of the advertising 
market as in the second scenario. Unlike that scenario, however, 
the Internet Boom scenario assumes that the rate of diversion of 
advertising mail to the Internet increases, resulting in a decline 
in 2025 projected volume of 64 billion pieces. This is roughly 
equivalent to volume levels in 1993–1994.

Constant Traditional Share assumes that the advertising 
market continues to grow slowly as in the second and third 
scenarios, but the Internet accounts for the growth. Within 
the shrinking traditional (non-Internet) advertising portion of 
the market, Standard Mail maintains its market share. In the 
Constant Traditional Share scenario, the Standard Mail share 
of total advertising declines to 5.7 percent, about one-half its 
historic level. Standard Mail volume declines to 53 billion pieces 
in 2025, approximately the 1984 volume level.

The table below summarizes and compares the scenarios.

Scenario
Total 

Advertising 
Spending

Mail Share 
Relative to 
2015 Level

Standard 
Mail Volume 

in 2025

Growth and 
Complementarity

Grows faster 
than GDP Higher share 119 billion

Return to  
Pre-Great 
Recession Trends

Grows at the 
same rate as 

GDP
Same share 99 billion

Recent Trends 
Continue

Grows slower 
than GDP Lower share 80 billion

Internet Boom Grows slower 
than GDP

Much lower 
share 64 billion

Constant 
Traditional Share

Grows slower 
than GDP

Much lower 
share 53 billion

Source: OIG – Analysis of RCF Economics and Financial Consulting.
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These projections provide a range of outcomes that can 
be viewed as a measure of business opportunity and risk 
for advertising mail. The Postal Service may be facing an 
enormous opportunity if it can effectively position advertising 
mail as a complement to Internet advertising. This can be done 
in a number of ways. One possibility is to use mobile technology 
to incorporate advertising mail pieces into the online shopping 
experience. Another strategy is to promote multichannel 
marketing that uses direct mail to boost the effectiveness of 
Internet and traditional advertising. These innovations must 
be built on a solid foundation of excellent delivery service and 
customer satisfaction. On the other hand, if Internet advertising 
increasingly develops into a substitute for advertising mail, it is 
reasonable to assume that Standard Mail volume will be less in 
2025 than it was at its peak in 2007.

The Internet’s mass adoption and continuing technological 
advancements have changed the nature of businesses and 
business transactions in ways that could not have been 
anticipated 10 years ago. Likewise, the future of the Internet 
is full of uncertainty; applications and uses may develop 
over the next 10 years that cannot be predicted at this point. 
No one knows what the future will bring, although it seems 
highly likely that the Internet will continue to dramatically 
impact traditional advertising. How much of this growth will 
cannibalize direct mail and how much will complement it? 
There are a range of possibilities. The future of Standard Mail 
has not been predetermined; significantly, a lot depends on the 
Postal Service’s offerings and ability to connect with advertisers 
in creative ways and to provide predictable, reliable service that 
attracts and retains customers.
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Observations Introduction
In Advertising Mail: Past and Present, the U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General (OIG) worked with RCF Economics 
and Financial Consultants (RCF) to examine the history of advertising mail.1 The prime motivation for this earlier paper was to 
understand why advertising mail volume growth has stagnated since the Great Recession, in disturbing contrast to previous 
economic recoveries. The stagnation of advertising mail growth is important for two reasons. Advertising mail makes a 
substantial contribution to funding the Postal Service’s delivery network. Moreover, advertising mail supports activity throughout 
the broader economy.

Our previous paper identified several historical trends that affected the growth of advertising mail over the last 35 years. This 
follow-up paper presents five projections of future volume of Standard Mail, the Postal Service’s primary advertising mail product. 
These volume scenarios reflect different assumptions about the continuation of different historical trends.

The purpose of these scenarios is not to provide a single, definitive volume forecast.2 Rather, these scenarios provide a risk and 
opportunity assessment as to possible outcomes under a variety of circumstances. This scenario analysis also provides a sense 
of the potential gains from successful business strategies or, alternatively, the potential cost of failed strategies or inaction.

The Past Is Prologue
The vast majority of advertising mail is sent using the Standard Mail product.3 Standard Mail volumes declined about 20 percent 
during the Great Recession, from a peak of 103.5 billion pieces in fiscal year (FY) 2007 to 81.8 billion pieces in FYs 2009 and 
2010.4 In essence, the Great Recession cost the Postal Service nearly a decade of advertising mail volume growth.5 Volumes of 
Standard Mail have stagnated, fluctuating between 79 and 84 billion pieces per year since the Great Recession ended in 2009.6 
As our previous paper demonstrated, this stagnation is a departure from the historical pattern of volume growth during economic 
recoveries.

Advertising Mail’s prospects are determined by three interacting factors: the size of the overall advertising market, the Internet 
share of the advertising market, and the extent to which the growth in Internet advertising displaces advertising mail.

The overall advertising market has been growing more slowly in recent years for a number of reasons. First, the rise of 
Internet (or digital) advertising has disrupted the marketplace. Internet advertising causes two kinds of digital deflation. Internet 
advertising is lower in cost per recipient, so $1 of Internet advertising replaces more than $1 of non-Internet advertising. The 
lower cost of Internet advertising puts downward pressure on the price of non-Internet advertising. Second, with the dawn of 
high-powered data analytics, advertising is now more efficient than it was in the past. Less money is wasted on advertising 
directed at uninterested recipients. Third, non-measured advertising, such as word-of-mouth amplified by the power of social 
media, costs little to nothing, and crowds out traditional, measured advertising. Finally, advertising spending follows trends in 
median household income, and median household income is lower today than before the recession.

1 U.S. Postal Service Office of Inspector General, Advertising Mail: Past and Present, OIG-RARC-WP-006, March 28, 2016,  
https://www.uspsoig.gov/document/advertising-mail-past-and-present.

2 It should be noted that these scenarios do not use the Postal Service’s econometric forecasting model.
3 U.S. Postal Service, Household Diary Study 2014, http://www.prc.gov/docs/93/93171/2014%20USPS%20HDS%20Annual%20Report_Final_V3.pdf, p. 43.
4 U.S. Postal Service, “A Decade of Facts and Figures,” https://about.usps.com/who-we-are/postal-facts/decade-of-facts-and-figures.htm.
5 Prior to the recession, Standard Mail volume peaked at 103.5 billion pieces in FY 2007. By FY 2009, Standard Mail volume had declined to 81.8 billion pieces.  

According to the Postal Service’s Revenue, Pieces, and Weight (RPW) Reports, the last time Standard Mail volume had fallen below 82 billion pieces was 1997. 
6 U.S. Postal Service, “A Decade of Facts and Figures” and U.S. Postal Service, 2015 RPW Report,  

http://about.usps.com/who-we-are/financials/revenue-pieces-weight-reports/fy2015.pdf.

Three determinants of 

advertising mail market 

prospects are the growth 

in the advertising market, 

the growth of Internet 

advertising, and the rate 

of diversion of advertising 

mail to the Internet.
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Internet advertising encompasses email, banner, social media, mobile, and other forms of digital advertising. From virtually 
nonexistent 20 years ago, Internet advertising now accounts for 30 percent of advertising spending. Within the advertising market, 
the Internet appears to have grown primarily at the expense of newspapers, which experienced a nearly identical decline in  
market share.

Advertising mail’s market share has been remarkably stable for most of the last 2 decades. In recent years, there is some 
evidence that mail has begun losing market share to the Internet. RCF calculates that, from 2010 to 2015, for every 1 percentage 
point increase in Internet advertising share, advertising mail’s market share declined 0.045 percent. This magnitude may sound 
trivial but, as the analysis below shows, this diversion whittles away at advertising mail volume over time.

Prospects for the Future
The OIG asked RCF to construct volume projections under a variety of scenarios to provide a sense of the level of business risk 
and opportunity associated with advertising mail.7 Standard Mail is used for this purpose instead of total advertising mail, because 
total advertising mail includes First-Class Mail advertising, which is not officially reported by the Postal Service. In any case, 
Standard Mail accounts for the vast majority of advertising mail. The actual 2015 values of the activity in the advertising market 
used as a baseline are presented in Table 1. 

Using these baseline values, RCF made various assumptions about the 
three primary determinants of Standard Mail volume discussed above.

Scenario: Growth and Complementarity

With all the hype about the transformational nature of the Internet, one 
may be tempted to jump to the conclusion that the extraordinary growth 
of Internet advertising will come only at the expense of all other media. 
Rather than causing a grave threat, however, the Internet may pose 
a historic opportunity for direct mail. This is not merely speculation. There is evidence that advertising mail affects the brain in 
different ways than other media.8 This may be one reason why multichannel advertising campaigns can be much more effective 
than single channel campaigns.9 The use of mobile apps and innovative technologies can enhance the advertising mail experience 
in exciting new ways, such as creating a direct electronic link between the physical world of an advertising mail piece and the 
digital world of an ecommerce web site.10

There is an interesting historic precedent for this kind of synergism. In the late 1970s, computer technology was predicted to 
displace traditional communications, including the mail.11 A presidential commission based its policy recommendations in part 
on the presumption that the volume of third-class mail (the predecessor of Standard Mail) would stagnate from 1976 to 1984, 
growing only slightly from 22 billion pieces to 25 billion pieces over 9 years. Rather than cause stagnation, computers facilitated 
the expanded use of direct mail, contributing to a doubling of volume to 52 billion pieces in 1985.12 Computers and technology 
helped mailers to easily compile, manipulate, and merge mailing lists; improve targeting; measure recipient behavior; and optimize 
postage by taking advantage of presorting and carrier route rates.

7 The mechanics of RCF’s scenario models are described in detail in the Appendix.
8 OIG, Enhancing the Value of Mail: The Human Response, Report No. RARC-WP-15-012, June 15, 2015,  

https://www.uspsoig.gov/sites/default/files/document-library-files/2015/rarc-wp-15-012.pdf.
9 OIG, Advertising Mail Past and Present.
10 OIG, Mail Innovations, Report No. RARC-WP-14-013, September 22, 2014, https://www.uspsoig.gov/sites/default/files/document-library-files/2015/rarc-wp-14-013_0.pdf.
11 Report of the Commission on Postal Service, April 1977, Volume 1.
12 U.S. Postal Service, Domestic Volume History, July 1, 2015, http://www.prc.gov/dockets/document/92668.

Total Advertising Spending $190 billion

Internet Market Share 30 percent

Standard Mail Market Share 9 percent

Standard Mail Volume 80 billion pieces

Source: OIG Research, Pivotal Data, Analysis of RCF Economics 
and Financial Consulting.

Table 1: At a Glance: Advertising in 2015

n pieces
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The Growth and Complementarity scenario is built on three assumptions that reflect these technological synergies and other 
optimistic developments. First, total advertising spending is assumed to grow more rapidly than Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
over the next decade, reversing the recent trend. Second, this growth is fueled by continued growth in Internet advertising. 
Exploiting its complementarities with the Internet, Standard Mail increases its market share incrementally each year, rising from  
9.3 percent to 10.3 percent over a decade. As a result, Standard Mail is projected to grow to 119 billion pieces by 2025, some  
16 billion pieces above the previous peak in 2007.

Scenario: Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends

In this scenario, RCF assumes that the advertising market will grow at the same rate as the economy as measured by GDP. RCF 
uses Global Insight’s projection of GDP volume growth for this purpose. Since GDP is projected to grow slightly more slowly than 
its long-term trend, advertising market growth is slightly slower as well. Within this market, RCF assumes that Standard Mail would 
maintain its 2015 market share of 9.3 percent and holds its ground relative to Internet advertising. These assumptions very closely 
resemble the state of advertising mail and the advertising market in the years leading up to the Great Recession. The result of 
these assumptions is modest volume growth from 80 billion pieces in 2015 to 99 billion pieces in 2025, a 10-year growth rate of  
23 percent. Note that even in this somewhat optimistic scenario, Standard Mail volume would still be slightly below its pre-recession 
peak of 103 billion pieces.

Scenario: Recent Trends Continue

In this scenario, advertising spending continues to grow, but at a slower rate than GDP, as has been the case since 2010. Instead 
of holding its ground, Standard Mail incrementally loses business to the Internet, at the same rate as has occurred in recent years. 
As a result, Standard Mail’s market share is projected to decline from 9.3 percent to 8.5 percent. In this scenario, the positive 
effect of the growth in the advertising market offsets the effect of Internet diversion. As a result, Standard Mail volume is essentially 
unchanged after 10 years.

Scenario: Internet Boom

This scenario assumes the same future for the overall advertising market as the Recent Trends Continue scenario. However, 
instead of maintaining its 2015 diversion rate to the Internet, Standard Mail’s rate of Internet diversion increases. In this scenario, 
Standard Mail’s market share of total advertising falls from 9.3 percent in 2015 to 6.9 percent in 2025. This decline in share results 
in a nearly 16 billion piece volume loss over 10 years. Under these circumstances, Standard volume would decline from 80 billion 
pieces in 2015 to 64 billion pieces in 2025. This volume level is comparable to 1993 – 1994.13

Scenario: Constant Traditional Share

An indirect result of the assumptions underlying the Internet Boom scenario is that Standard Mail’s market share of traditional 
(non-Internet) advertising grows from 13.2 percent to 15.7 percent. (This occurs because while Standard Mail loses share to the 
Internet, other forms of traditional advertising lose more.) Now we suppose that Standard Mail maintains its share of the traditional 
advertising market instead. The result is that Standard Mail’s share of the overall advertising market declines to 5.7 percent. 
Standard Mail volume declines from 80 billion pieces in 2015 to 53 billion pieces by 2025. This is the level of Standard Mail volume 
in the mid - 1980s.14 Volume would be slightly more than one-half the historic peak volume of 103 billion pieces after 10 years.

13 Ibid.
14 Ibid.
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Summarizing and Interpreting the Scenarios

Table 2 summarizes the key factors and the resulting 2025 volume projections.

Table 2: Five Scenarios and Their Major Assumptions

Scenario Total Advertising Spending 2025 Standard Mail Share 
Relative to 2015 Level

Standard Mail 
Volume in 2025

Growth and Complementarity Grows faster than GDP Higher share 119 billion

Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends Grows at the same rate as GDP Same share 99 billion

Recent Trends Continue Grows slower than GDP Lower share 80 billion

Internet Boom Grows slower than GDP Much lower share 64 billion

Constant Traditional Share Grows slower than GDP Much lower share 53 billion

Source: OIG – Analysis of RCF Economics and Financial Consulting.

These scenarios make clear that very plausible assumptions about advertising market dynamics can lead to a wide range of 
outcomes for advertising mail. Table 3, below, summarizes the outcomes arising from each of the five scenarios.

Care should be taken when interpreting these scenarios. We do not assign probabilities to these scenario projections. The 
scenarios are constructed as the product of mutually exclusive events. It could turn out that one set of market conditions could 
hold for a time before giving way to another.

Table 3: Scenario Comparison

2025 Scenarios Advertising Spending 
(in billions)

Internet Market 
Share

Mail Market 
Share

Standard Mail Volume 
(in billions)

Growth and Complementarity $323 56.7% 10.3% 119

Return to Pre-Great Recession 
Trends $296 46.8% 9.3% 99

Recent Trends Continue $262 46.8% 8.5% 80

Internet Boom $262 56.7% 6.8% 64

Constant Traditional Share $262 56.7% 5.7% 53

Source: OIG – Analysis of RCF Economics and Financial Consulting.
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The outcome of such a mix of market conditions would be a hybrid scenario, projecting volume somewhere between the extremes 
delineated by the Growth and Complementarity and the Constant Traditional Share scenarios. RCF deals with these sorts of 
possibilities by constructing bands around the scenario projections as depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Five Standard Mail Volume Scenarios (in billions of pieces)

Source: OIG – Analysis of RCF Economics and Financial Consulting.

The scenarios all assume smooth economic growth for the next decade. An unexpected recession or economic boom could alter 
outcomes. As one can clearly see, the range in outcomes, and the associated level of business risk or opportunity, is considerable.

Implications for the Postal Service
The historical business fundamentals for advertising mail present challenges for the Postal Service going forward. Since 
advertising mail is a mature product, the extraordinary high growth years of the 1980s are not likely to return.15 Thus, it is 
appropriate that even the most optimistic scenario in this report has Standard Mail volume growing at only 4 percent annually. 
More recent history suggests that advertising mail faces, at best, modest growth. Strong headwinds are quite possible.

It would be a mistake, however, to interpret this research and these scenarios as signs that advertising mail is gradually losing its 
usefulness. What does seem clear, however, is that continuing historic business strategies for direct mail advertising may not be 
enough to achieve success.

The scenarios are based on three important drivers of advertising mail: the future level of total advertising spending, the Internet 
share of that future total, and the extent to which increased internet advertising diverts spending away from or toward the direct 
mail channel. The first two factors are beyond the control of Postal Service management; the third factor — the value of direct mail 
advertising in an Internet-dominated future — is not.

15 Standard Mail grew at an average rate of 9.8 percent from 1980 to 1988. OIG, Advertising Mail: Past and Present.

The Postal Service may be able 

to take advantage of the rising 

tide of digital communication…
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One possible strategic solution would be to increasingly position mail as a complement to digital advertising. The Postal Service’s 
recent incentive promotions, combining some digital marketing vehicles with hard copy advertising mail, are a step in the right 
direction. Further integration with digital advertising would allow the Postal Service to benefit from growth in the digital sector of 
the economy. This may mean promoting direct mail to digital marketers as an enhancement to their efforts, along with developing 
new ways to keep current direct mailers in the mailstream through developing complementary mail-digital products and additional 
promotions. By continuing to explore how advertising mail can complement digital advertising, the Postal Service may be able to 
take advantage of the rising tide of digital communication.

At the same time — and critically — the Postal Service must maintain the quality and breadth of its advertising mail products 
and improve its service performance. Predictability and consistency in delivery is a must when competing in a world of 
instant communication.

Ultimately, the future of direct mail may depend on the ability of the Postal Service and its partners in the private sector to maintain 
the value of direct mail in an increasingly challenging digital age. If successful, these efforts could turn a dangerous competitive 
threat into a powerful growth opportunity.

…but it must maintain the 

quality of its advertising 

mail products and improve 

service performance.
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The Future of Direct Mail: Challenges and Opportunities for the U.S. Postal Service
Part 2: Outlook for the Future

I. Introduction

This	report	is	Part	2	of	a	white	paper	on	direct	mail.	Part	1	addressed	the	history	of	direct	mail,	
primarily	focusing	on	Standard	Mail	which	composes	the	vast	majority	of	advertising	mail	delivered	
by	the	Postal	Service.	Part	1	examined	volume	trends	in	Standard	Mail	and	First-Class	advertising	mail,	
as	well	as	the	strengths	and	weaknesses	of	direct	mail	relative	to	other	advertising	media.	Part	1	also	
analyzed	trends	in	overall	advertising	spending,	and	changes	in	the	share	of	total	advertising	spending	
by	different	media,	with	special	attention	given	to	the	relationship	between	direct	mail	and	internet	
advertising.

In	Part	2,	we	build	on	the	information	from	Part	1	to	develop	scenarios	for	the	future	volume	of	
Standard	Mail	over	the	next	decade.	Key	findings	from	Part	1	that	are	relevant	to	the	scenario	analysis	
in Part 2 are as follows:

• Standard	Mail	volume	declined	20	percent	from	2007	to	2009	due	primarily	to	the	Great	
Recession.

• Volume	has	not	recovered	since	the	Great	Recession,	despite	the	recovery	of	the	U.S.	economy	
over	the	past	five	years.	The	past	five-year	period	is	in	contrast	to	prior	periods	of	economic	
recovery	when	Standard	Mail	volume	did	recover.	For	example,	from	1988	to	2007,	a	period	
which	included	two	recessions,	Standard	Mail	volume	grew	at	about	the	same	rate	as	the	overall	
economy.

• Total	advertising	spending	has	also	not	fully	recovered	from	its	prior	peak.	Total	advertising	
spending	has	been	a	declining	share	of	GDP	since	2000	due	in	part	to	weakness	in	household	
incomes	and	“digital	deflation”	–	the	growing	use	of	low-cost	internet	advertising	in	place	of	
traditional	advertising	as	well	as	the	downward	pressure	that	internet	advertising	has	put	on	the	
pricing	of	traditional	advertising.

• Internet	advertising,	essentially	unknown	20	years	ago,	accounted	for	30	percent	of	total	
advertising	spending	in	2015.	During	this	20-year	period,	the	direct	mail	share	of	total	advertising	
has	been	roughly	constant,	indicating	that	most	of	the	gain	in	internet	advertising	has	come	
at	the	expense	of	other	media,	primarily	newspaper	advertising.	However,	over	the	past	few	
years,	the	direct	mail	share	has	declined	somewhat,	suggesting	that	internet	advertising	may	be	
beginning	to	divert	some	marketing	spending	from	direct	mail.

These	key	findings	are	shown	in	the	following	charts	which	were	originally	presented	in	Part	1	of	the	
white	paper.	The	charts	have	been	renumbered	for	use	in	Part	2.
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Chart 1: Total Standard Mail Volume (1980 – 2015) in billions of pieces

Source:	USPS	RPW	Reports

Chart 2: Total U.S. Advertising Spending ($ billions)

Sources:	Magna	Global	and	Pivotal	Research	Group

Chart 3: Advertising Shares by Media, Selected Years

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Television 23% 25% 26% 28% 33% 34%
Internet 0% 0% 4% 6% 15% 29%
Direct	Mail 10% 12% 11% 12% 12% 11%
Newspapers 35% 31% 27% 24% 14% 8%
Radio 9% 10% 11% 10% 9% 8%
Magazines 11% 11% 11% 10% 9% 5%
Other 11% 11% 10% 10% 8% 6%

Sources:	Magna	Global	and	Pivotal	Research	Group,	1990	Calendar	Year;	all	other	years	GFY	
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II. Overview of Standard Mail Scenarios

Five	scenarios	for	the	future	of	Standard	Mail	are	developed.	These	scenarios	differ	with	respect	to	
their	outlook	for	total	advertising	spending	and	their	outlook	for	Standard	Mail’s	postage	share	of	total	
spending.	The	basic	approach	involves	projecting	the	future	level	of	total	U.S.	advertising	spending	and	
the	Standard	Mail	share	of	that	total.	Together,	these	projections	create	a	projection	of	Standard	Mail	
revenues	which	are	then	converted	to	Standard	Mail	volumes	based	on	projections	of	average	postage	
revenue	per	piece.	A	key	factor	affecting	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	advertising	is	the	extent	to	
which	Standard	Mail	is	replaced	by	internet	advertising.	Thus,	there	are	three	key	variables	that	drive	
future	volumes	in	each	scenario:	1)	total	advertising	spending;	2)	internet	advertising	spending	share	
of	total	advertising;	3)	the	level	of	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet.

Projections	of	each	of	these	variables	are	discussed	in	turn.

A. Projections of Advertising Spending

Three	projections	of	future	advertising	spending	are	developed.	The	first	assumes	that	total	
advertising	spending	grows	at	the	same	rate	as	nominal	GDP.	The	forecasts	of	GDP	are	obtained	 
from	the	macroeconomic	forecasting	firm	IHS	Global	Insight.	Global	Insight	(GI)	projects	that	from	
2015	to	2025	nominal	GDP	will	increase	by	an	average	of	4.5	percent	per	year.

Over	the	past	15	years,	total	advertising	spending	has	grown	at	a	slower	rate	than	nominal	GDP.	As	
a	result,	advertising	spending	has	fallen	from	1.73	percent	of	GDP	in	2000	to	1.07	percent	of	GDP	in	
2015.	However,	there	is	evidence	that	the	decline	in	the	advertising	share	of	GDP	is	abating.	Therefore	
a	plausible	outlook	is	that	advertising	spending	will	maintain	its	current,	albeit	reduced,	share	of	GDP	
in	the	future.	Indeed,	the	advertising	share	of	GDP	in	2007	(before	the	Great	Recession)	was	the	same	
as	it	was	15	years	earlier,	indicating	that	a	constant	share	projection	is	consistent	with	the	pre-Great	
Recession	relationship.

The	second	projection	of	advertising	spending	assumes	that	spending	will	continue	to	grow	at	a	slower	
rate	than	overall	GDP.	From	2010	to	2015,	advertising	spending	grew	by	an	average	of	2.5	percent	
per	year	while	nominal	GDP	increased	at	a	3.8	percent	rate.	Therefore,	the	second	projection	of	
advertising	spending	assumes	that	this	recent	relationship	will	continue	and	advertising	spending	will	
grow	at	1.3	percent	less	than	the	projected	growth	in	GDP.	If	so,	the	advertising	share	of	GDP	will	fall	
to	0.95	percent	in	2025.

The	third	projection	of	total	advertising	is	that	advertising	spending	will	rebound,	eventually	reaching	
its	2009	share	of	the	economy.	This	projection	views	the	large	drop	in	the	advertising	share	of	GDP	
that	occurred	during	the	Great	Recession	to	be	a	permanent	decline.	However,	the	modest	decline	
since	the	end	of	the	recession	in	2009	is	viewed	as	a	temporary	event	from	which	the	advertising	
market	will	recover.	Crucial	to	this	assumption	is	that	strong	growth	in	internet	advertising	will	
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more	than	offset	declines	in	some	traditional	advertising	media,	thereby	increasing	total	advertising	
spending’s	share	of	the	economy.	Note	that	even	with	this	increase,	the	advertising	share	of	GDP	will	
remain	far	below	its	2000	peak.

Thus,	the	first	projection	(Constant	GDP	Share)	is	that	total	advertising	spending	will	reach	$296	billion	
in	2025.	The	second	projection	(Recent	Trend)	is	for	$262	billion,	and	the	third	projection	(Advertising	
Rebound)	is	for	$324	billion.	These	projections	along	with	historical	data	are	presented	in	Chart	4.

Chart 4: Scenario Forecasts of Total Advertising Spending 

Sources:	Historical	GDP	data	from	the	U.S.	Department	of	Commerce;
Historical	Advertising	Spending	data	from	Magna	Global	and	Pivotal	Research	Group;
Projections	of	GDP	from	IHS	Global	Insight;	author’s	projections	of	total	advertising	spending.

B. Projections of Internet Advertising 

As	noted	in	the	introduction,	internet	advertising	represented	about	30	percent	of	total	advertising	
spending	in	2015.	Internet	advertising	encompasses	all	related	forms,	including	but	not	limited	to,	
online	banner	advertisements,	search	advertising,	e-mail	advertising,	social,	mobile,	and	digital	video.	
It	seems	certain	that	the	internet	advertising	share	will	continue	to	increase	but	the	rate	of	increase	is	
less	clear.	To	account	for	uncertainty	about	the	future	growth	of	internet	advertising,	two	projections	
are	developed	and	shown	in	Chart	5.	The	first	projects	that	the	internet	advertising	share	of	total	
advertising	continues	to	grow	at	its	recent	(2010	–	2015)	rate,	climbing	from	about	29	percent	of	total	
advertising	spending	in	2015	to	57	percent	in	2025.	The	second	projects	internet	advertising	market	
growth	to	slow	as	the	market	matures,	reaching	47	percent	of	total	advertising	spending	in	2025.

These	forecasts	are	in-line	with	forecasts	from	other	analysts.	For	example,	Pivotal	Research	
Group	projects	that	digital	(their	term	for	internet)	advertising	will	be	close	to	45	percent	of	total	
advertising	spending	in	2020.	Still,	there	is	considerable	uncertainty	about	the	internet’s	share	of	
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future	advertising,	if	for	no	other	reason	than	that	the	next	decade	may	bring	new	applications	and	
advertising	media	that	cannot	be	predicted	at	this	point.	Nonetheless,	it	seems	likely	that	internet	
advertising,	or	more	broadly,	non-traditional	advertising,	will	acquire	a	growing	share	of	the	overall	
advertising	market.

Chart 5: Internet Advertising Share of Total Advertising Spending

Sources:	Magna	Global	and	Pivotal	Research	Group;	author’s	projections

C. Projections of Diversion of Standard Mail to the Internet

A	final	key	factor	affecting	Standard	Mail	in	the	future	will	be	the	impact	of	increased	internet	
advertising.	In	Part	1	of	this	white	paper,	we	discussed	how	the	internet	can	be	both	a	complement	
to	and	substitute	for	direct	mail.	Complementarity	occurs	when	marketers	combine	an	internet	
advertising	campaign	with	a	direct	mail	campaign.	E-commerce	can	also	support	the	volume	of	mailed	
catalogs	which	are	often	used	in	conjunction	with	online	shopping.	Thus,	one	possibility	is	that	these	
complementary	aspects	will	mean	that	increases	in	internet	advertising	will	lead	to	an	increase	in	the	
direct	mail	share	of	total	advertising.

However,	a	greater	risk	for	the	Postal	Service	is	that	further	growth	in	internet	advertising	will	come	at	
the	expense	of	direct	mail.	To	some	extent,	this	may	occur	simply	because	the	more	money	marketers	
spend	online,	the	less	that	is	available	for	other	forms	of	advertising,	including	direct	mail.	It	may	also	
be	the	case	that	while	direct	mail	has	not	so	far	been	particularly	subject	to	diversion	to	the	internet,	
that	relationship	could	change	in	the	future.

Diversion	is	measured	by	the	decline	in	the	Standard	Mail	postage	share	of	total	advertising	that	
occurs	for	every	one	percent	increase	in	the	internet	advertising	share.	The	historical	rate	of	diversion	
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is	calculated	using	data	from	2010	to	2015.	During	this	period,	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	
advertising	declined	from	9.96	percent	to	9.31	percent	while	the	internet	advertising	share	increased	
from	14.79	percent	to	29.27	percent.	Thus,	the	historical	rate	of	diversion	is	equal	to	(9.31	–	9.96)/	
(29.27	–	14.79)	=	-0.045.	This	means	that	for	each	1	percent	increase	in	the	internet	advertising	share,	
the	Standard	Mail	advertising	share	declined	by	0.045	percent.

The	first	scenario	for	Standard	Mail	assumes	that	direct	mail	becomes	a	complement	to	internet	
advertising	and	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	advertising	increases.	The	second	scenario	assumes	
no	future	diversion	based	on	the	view	that	the	complementarity	between	direct	mail	and	internet	
advertising	is	sufficient	to	offset	any	substitution	impacts.	The	third	scenario	projects	that	diversion	
continues	at	the	recent	historical	rate.	The	fourth	scenario	projects	that	the	rate	of	diversion	grows	
over	time	eventually	reaching	three	times	its	historical	rate	in	2025.	A	fifth	scenario	does	not	explicitly	
rely	on	a	diversion	measure	but	diversion	is	implicit	in	the	projected	volumes	of	Standard	Mail,	as	will	
be discussed later. 

III. Scenarios for the Future of Standard Mail

In	this	section	we	present	five	scenarios	for	the	future	of	Standard	Mail	volumes	and	revenues.	
Projections	of	Standard	Mail	under	each	scenario	are	made	for	the	ten-year	period	from	2015	to	2025.	
These	scenarios	provide	a	structured	framework	for	understanding	the	key	factors	likely	to	drive	direct	
mail	in	the	future,	and	provide	a	basis	for	assessing	the	Postal	Service’s	business	risks	associated	with	
Standard	Mail	in	the	coming	decade.

The	basic	approach	involves	two	projections:	1)	the	future	level	of	total	U.S.	advertising	spending	and	
2)	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	that	total.	Combining	the	projections	of	(1)	and	(2)	we	create	projections	
of	Standard	Mail	revenues	which	are	then	converted	to	Standard	Mail	volumes	based	on	projections	
of	average	postage	revenue	per	piece.	In	some	scenarios,	the	Standard	Mail	share	is	determined	by	a	
projection	of	diversion	to	the	internet,	which	in	turn	will	rely	on	one	of	the	two	outlooks	for	internet	
advertising	share	shown	previously	in	Chart	5.	Total	advertising	spending	is	projected	relative	to	
growth	in	GDP	based	on	forecasts	from	the	macroeconomic	forecasting	firm	GI	as	shown	previously	in	
Chart	4.

Standard	Mail	postage	revenues	are	converted	into	volumes	by	dividing	revenue	by	projected	revenue	
per	piece.	The	assumption	here	is	that	revenue	per	piece	will	increase	with	the	Consumer	Price	Index	
(CPI)	as	forecasted	by	GI.	This	is	consistent	with	the	price-cap	under	which	the	Postal	Service	operates.	
These	future	volumes	do	not	account	for	the	April	2016	rescission	of	the	exigent	rate	increase.	
Reducing	rates	would	be	expected	to	result	in	an	increase	in	volume	above	the	totals	shown	here.	
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However,	as	the	focus	of	this	part	of	the	white	paper	is	on	long-term	trends	in	the	direct	mail	market,	
the	impact	of	a	one-time	rate	reduction	is	a	relatively	minor	matter.1

The	projections	of	the	key	factors	included	in	each	of	the	five	scenarios,	A	through	E,	are	summarized	
in	Chart	6.

Chart 6: Summary of Projections of Key Factors

Scenario
Total	Advertising	

Spending
Internet	Advertising	

Share
Standard Mail 
Diversion	Ratio

A:	Growth	and	
Complementarity

Increases	as	a	Share	of	
GDP

Continues	Recent	
Growth	Rate

Standard Mail 
Gains	Share	due	to	

Complementarity	with	
Internet	Advertising

B: Return to Pre-Great 
Recession Trends

Grows	at	Same	Rate	as	
GDP

Internet Matures Zero

C: Recent Trends 
Continue

Continues	Recent	
Declining	Trend	Relative	

to	GDP
Internet Matures Recent Rate

D:	Internet	Boom
Continues	Recent	

Declining	Trend	Relative	
to	GDP

Continues	Recent	
Growth	Rate

Rate	of	Diversion	
Eventually	Triples

E:	Constant	Traditional	
Share

Continues	Recent	
Declining	Trend	Relative	

to	GDP

Continues	Recent	
Growth	Rate

Discussed	later	in	the	
report

1 The exigent rescission reduced postage rates by about four percent. Given the relatively inelastic demand for 
Standard Mail the rate reduction might be expected to increase volume by about two percent. Compared to the 
range of outcomes presented in the scenario analysis, a one-time increase in volume of two percent does not 
change the overall conclusions of this report.
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A. Growth and Complementarity

Scenario	A	is	called	Growth	and	Complementarity	and	assumes	that	internet	advertising	continues	
to	grow	at	its	recent	pace	but	this	growth	primarily	reflects	additions	to	total	advertising	and	not	the	
replacement	of	traditional	advertising.	As	a	result,	total	advertising	spending	increases	as	a	share	
of	GDP	over	the	next	decade.	A	second	key	assumption	of	Scenario	A	is	that	direct	mail	develops	a	
complementary	relationship	with	internet	advertising.	As	was	discussed	in	Part	1	of	this	white	paper,	
there	are	many	ways	in	which	direct	mail	can	be	used	with	internet	advertising	(e.g.,	cross-channel	
marketing).	Moreover,	growth	in	online	shopping	can	bolster	the	use	of	mailed	catalogs.	A	final	
consideration	is	that	other	forms	of	advertising	(i.e.,	newspaper	advertising)	have	been	more	easily	
replaced	by	the	internet	and	have	been	experiencing	long-term	declines.	Thus,	direct	mail	may	gain	at	
the	expense	of	other	traditional	advertising	media.

The	complementarity	assumption	does	not	imply	that	no	direct	mail	marketing	shifts	to	the	internet	
but	rather	that	the	negative	effects	are	more	than	offset	by	the	positive	complementary	effects.	Note	
that	Chart	10	of	our	previous	paper	shows	that	the	direct	mail	share	of	total	advertising	in	2015	is	
actually	greater	than	it	was	in	1990	(before	the	emergence	of	internet	advertising)	indicating	that	the	
dramatic	growth	in	the	internet	has	not	meaningfully	altered	direct	mail’s	place	in	the	overall	market.2 
Meanwhile,	several	other	advertising	media	have	clearly	seen	a	decline	in	their	market	share.	This	
suggests	that	it	is	plausible	that	direct	mail	marketing	and	internet	advertising	can	work	together	and	
both	can	grow	relative	to	other	media.

In	Chart	7,	the	projected	values	of	key	variables	in	2020	and	2025,	along	with	their	historical	values	in	
2015,	are	shown.	Scenario	A	projects	that	total	Standard	Mail	volume	will	increase	from	80.1	billion	
pieces	in	2015	to	99.8	billion	pieces	in	2020	and	to	119.3	billion	pieces	in	2025.	Volume	is	projected	
to	increase	at	an	average	annual	rate	of	4.1	percent,	driven	by	stronger	growth	in	total	advertising	
spending	and	a	gradual	increase	in	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	advertising.

Chart 7: Scenario A - Growth and Complementarity (data in billions unless otherwise stated)

Year
Total	Advertising	

Spending
Standard Mail 

Share
Standard Mail 

Revenues
Standard Mail 

Volume

2015 $190.3 9.3% $17.7 80.1
2020 $250.3 9.8% $24.6 99.8
2025 $323.5 10.3% $33.3 119.3

B. Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends

In	Scenario	B,	we	project	a	return	to	the	relationships	between	total	advertising	spending	and	the	
economy	and	between	Standard	Mail	and	overall	advertising	spending	that	existed	prior	to	the	Great	
Recession,	encompassing	the	nearly	20-year	period	from	1988	through	2007.	During	this	time,	total	
advertising	spending,	though	it	fluctuated	from	year-to-year,	remained	a	relatively	constant	share	

2 OIG, Advertising Mail: Past and Present, p. 32.
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of	GDP.	If	this	relationship	continues	over	the	next	decade,	total	advertising	spending	is	projected	to	
rise	to	$295.8	billion	in	2025.	Note	that	this	is	a	lower	level	of	advertising	spending	than	projected	in	
Scenario	A,	which	assumed	that	strong	growth	in	internet	advertising	would	push	total	advertising	
spending	to	a	higher	level.

Scenario	B	also	projects	that	Standard	Mail	postage	revenue	as	a	share	of	total	advertising	spending	
will	remain	constant	at	its	2015	level,	in	contrast	to	the	complementarity	assumption	made	in	Scenario	A,	
which	produces	a	rising	Standard	Mail	share.	In	other	words,	Scenario	B	projects	that	there	will	be	no	
diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet,	or	to	the	extent	that	there	is	some	shift	between	these	two	
media,	it	is	offset	by	a	positive	shift	into	Standard	Mail	from	some	other	media.

The	assumption	of	no	future	net	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet	is	driven	by	the	view	that	
while	internet	advertising	is	almost	certain	to	grow,	other	media	besides	direct	mail	may	be	more	
subject	to	losing	market	share.	Newspaper	advertising	is	clearly	being	affected	by	the	growth	in	
internet	advertising	and	this	is	likely	to	continue.	Digital	media	advertising	is	on	the	rise	which	would	
seem	to	be	a	more	natural	replacement	for	television	advertising	than	direct	mail.	Smartphone	use,	
combined	with	music	streaming	services	(and	related	advertising),	compete	with	radio	advertising	
more	than	with	direct	mail.	Finally,	some	amount	of	new	internet	advertising	will	likely	serve	as	
substitutes	for	earlier	forms;	for	example,	mobile	advertising	may	be	displacing	advertising	previously	
received	on	desktop	computers.

Moreover,	while	it	is	true	that	the	direct	mail	share	of	total	advertising	has	declined	somewhat	in	
the	past	few	years,	it	is	not	obvious	that	this	decline	is	due	to	diversion	to	the	internet.	Instead,	the	
declining	share	may	be	due	to	conditions	organic	to	the	direct	mail	market	such	as	the	economy’s	
slow	recovery	from	the	Great	Recession.	Indeed,	the	underlying	logic	of	Scenario	B	is	that	the	Great	
Recession	was	primarily	a	cyclical	event	and	that	the	economy,	the	advertising	market,	and	Standard	
Mail	will	eventually	recover	and	return	to	their	long-term	upward	trends.

In	Scenario	B,	Standard	Mail	volume	is	projected	to	increase	from	80.1	billion	pieces	in	2015	to	98.5	
billion	pieces	in	2025,	an	annual	average	growth	of	2.1	percent	similar	to	the	2.7	percent	average	
growth	rate	from	1988	–	2007	(when	the	economy	was	stronger	than	it	is	projected	to	be	over	the	
next	decade).

Chart 8: Scenario B - Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends (data in billions unless otherwise stated)

Year
Total 

Advertising	
Spending

Internet 
Share

Diversion	
Ratio

Standard 
Mail	Share

Standard Mail 
Revenues

Standard 
Mail	Volume

2015 $190.3 29.3% 9.3% $17.7 80.1
2020 $239.1 40.9% 0 9.3% $22.3 90.5
2025 $295.8 46.8% 0 9.3% $27.5 98.5
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C. Recent Trends Continue

While	Scenario	B	is	based	on	the	period	before	the	Great	Recession,	Scenario	C	is	based	on	the	period	
after	the	recession	–	2010	to	2015.	This	period	was	characterized	by	two	features:	1)	slower	growth	in	
total	advertising	spending	than	growth	in	GDP	and	2)	a	modest	decline	in	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	
total	advertising.	In	Scenario	B,	the	decline	in	the	Standard	Mail	share	is	attributed	to	diversion	to	the	
internet	over	this	period	and	it	is	assumed	that	the	recent	rate	of	diversion	will	continue	into	the	future.

The	historical	diversion	rate	was	calculated	earlier	and	found	to	equal	-0.045.	This	means,	for	example,	
that	a	10	percent	increase	in	the	internet	advertising	share	would	result	in	a	0.45	percent	decrease	in	
the	Standard	Mail	share.	Scenario	C	uses	the	same	projection	of	the	future	internet	advertising	share	
as	was	used	in	Scenario	B.	Assumptions	and	data	projections	for	Scenario	C	are	shown	in	Chart	9.

Chart 9: Scenario C - Recent Trends Continue (data in billions unless otherwise stated)

Year
Total 

Advertising	
Spending

Internet 
Share

Diversion	
Ratio

Standard Mail 
Share

Standard Mail 
Revenues

Standard Mail 
Volume

2015 $190.3 29.3% -0.045 9.3% $17.7 80.1

2020 $225.1 40.9% -0.045 8.8% $19.8 80.4

2025 $262.0 46.8% -0.045 8.5% $22.3 80.0

Not	surprisingly,	Scenario	C	produces	flat	volumes	which	mimic	the	recent	historical	trend.	Standard	
revenues	are	projected	to	increase	but	the	increase	is	matched	by	an	approximately	equal	increase	
in	average	revenue	per	piece.	Compared	with	Scenario	B,	Scenario	C	projects	a	lower	level	of	future	
advertising	spending	($262.0	billion	vs.	$295.8	billion	in	2025)	and	a	lower	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	
advertising	(8.5	percent	vs.	9.3	percent)	due	to	the	projected	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet.

D. Internet Boom

In	Scenario	D,	internet	advertising	is	projected	to	grow	rapidly,	as	was	projected	in	Scenario	A,	rising	
to	more	than	50	percent	of	the	overall	advertising	market	by	2025.	However,	unlike	Scenario	A,	the	
increase	in	internet	advertising	is	not	expected	to	increase	overall	advertising	spending.	Instead,	the	
increase	comes	at	the	expense	of	traditional	advertising	media	including	direct	mail.	Specifically,	
Scenario	D	assumes	that	the	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet	will	increase,	doubling	by	 
2020	and	tripling	by	2025.	The	possibility	that	internet	advertising	will	dominate	the	landscape	is	
certainly	plausible	given	the	revolutionary	changes	that	it	has	already	brought	to	the	advertising	
market.	New	advertising	platforms	will	most	likely	be	developed	over	the	next	decade	which	could	
boost	internet	advertising	spending.

Similarly	the	assumption	of	increased	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet	is	plausible.	As	noted	
earlier,	much	of	the	gain	in	internet	advertising	appears	to	have	come	at	the	expense	of	newspapers,	
but	with	newspaper	advertising	now	a	small	part	of	the	overall	advertising	market,	it	stands	to	reason	
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that	internet	marketers	will	shift	more	dollars	from	other	media,	including	direct	mail.	Assumptions	
and	projected	data	for	Scenario	D	are	shown	in	Chart	10.	Note	that	Scenario	D	uses	the	same	
projection	of	total	advertising	expenditures	as	was	used	in	Scenario	C.

Chart 10: Scenario D - Internet Boom (data in billions unless otherwise stated)

Year
Total 

Advertising	
Spending

Internet 
Share

Diversion	
Ratio

Standard Mail 
Share

Standard Mail 
Revenues

Standard Mail 
Volume

2015 $190.3 29.3% -0.045 9.3% $17.7 80.1

2020 $225.1 44.7% -0.089 8.2% $18.5 75.1

2025 $262.0 56.7% -0.134 6.8% $17.9 64.0

In	Scenario	D,	internet	advertising	share	is	projected	to	nearly	double	over	the	next	decade	and	
command	more	than	half	of	all	advertising	spending.	Bear	in	mind	that	the	internet	share	already	
doubled	over	the	past	five	years.	The	combination	of	growing	internet	advertising	and	increased	
diversion	would	cause	the	Standard	Mail	share	to	fall	to	6.8	percent	in	2025.	However,	because	of	 
an	increase	in	total	advertising	spending	over	the	next	decade,	Standard	Mail	revenues	remain	roughly	
at	their	2015	level.	Volumes	decline	due	to	the	projected	rise	in	revenue	per	piece,	falling	about	 
20	percent	over	the	next	decade	with	most	of	that	decline	occurring	from	2020	to	2025	as	the	
diversion of Standard Mail increases.

E. Constant Traditional Share

In	our	fifth	and	final	scenario,	the	advertising	market	is	projected	to	bifurcate	into	a	rapidly	growing	
internet	advertising	market	and	a	declining	traditional	advertising	market.	In	this	scenario,	Standard	
Mail	must	compete	with	other	traditional	advertising	media	for	a	piece	of	a	smaller	and	smaller	non-
internet	advertising	pie.	The	assumption	is	that	direct	mail	is	able	to	maintain	its	current	share	of	the	
traditional	advertising	market	throughout	the	10-year	projection	period,	which	in	2015	equaled	13.2	
percent.	However	because	this	segment	of	the	advertising	market	is	declining,	Standard	Mail’s	share	
of	total	advertising	declines	to	5.7	percent	in	2025.	Assumptions	and	projected	data	for	Scenario	E	
are	shown	in	Chart	11.	Scenario	E	uses	the	same	projection	of	total	advertising	spending	and	internet	
advertising	as	were	used	in	Scenario	D.

A	key	difference	between	Scenarios	E	and	D	is	that	Scenario	E	does	not	explicitly	include	a	variable	
measuring	the	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet.	Instead,	the	premise	of	Scenario	E	is	that	
Standard	Mail	competes	only	with	other	forms	of	traditional	advertising	within	a	substantially	smaller	
traditional	advertising	market.	Furthermore,	we	assume	that	Standard	Mail	is	no	better	nor	worse	
positioned	than	other	traditional	media	(e.g.,	television,	radio,	print).	Therefore,	the	Standard	Mail	
share	of	the	traditional	market	is	projected	to	remain	at	its	current	level	while	Standard	Mail’s	share	of	
total	advertising	declines	because	it	is	part	of	that	substantially	smaller	traditional	market.
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The	Scenario	E	assumption	that	Standard	Mail	maintains	its	share	of	the	traditional	market	differs	
from	Scenario	D	in	which	Standard	Mail	actually	gains	traditional	share,	even	as	it	loses	overall	market	
share.	While	Standard	Mail	is	subject	to	diversion	in	Scenario	D,	the	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	is	less	
rapid	than	the	diversion	of	other	traditional	advertising	(e.g.,	newspapers).

Chart 11: Scenario E - Constant Traditional Share (data in billions unless otherwise stated)

Year
Total 

Advertising	
Spending

Traditional	
Advertising	
Spending

Standard 
Mail	Share	of	
Traditional

Standard Mail 
Share	of	Total

Standard Mail 
Revenues

Standard Mail 
Volume

2015 $190.3 $134.6 13.2% 9.3% $17.7 80.1

2020 $225.1 $124.6 13.2% 7.3% $16.4 66.6

2025 $262.0 $113.5 13.2% 5.7% $14.9 53.4

In	Scenario	E,	non-internet	advertising	falls	about	16	percent	from	2015	to	2025	and	Standard	Mail	
revenues	decline	from	$17.7	billion	to	$14.9	billion	over	the	same	time	period.	2025	volume	is	
projected	to	be	53.4	billion	pieces,	resulting	in	an	average	annual	decline	of	4.0	percent	per	year.	
While	this	outlook	is	particularly	dire,	it	is	not	implausible.	Keep	in	mind	that	over	the	next	ten	years	
there	may	be	technological	advancements	that	could	disrupt	the	advertising	market	in	ways	that	
cannot	be	foreseen	at	this	time.

 F. Scenario Comparison

In	Chart	12,	year-by-year	volumes	of	Standard	Mail	under	each	scenario	are	presented	along	with	
historical	data	back	to	1995.	To	review,	Scenario	A	projects	that	strong	growth	in	internet	advertising	
fuels	a	rebound	in	total	advertising	spending	and	a	complementary	relationship	develops	between	
internet	advertising	and	Standard	Mail.	Scenario	B	is	based	on	a	return	to	pre-Great	Recession	trends,	
while	Scenario	C	is	based	on	the	recent	period	since	the	Great	Recession.	Scenario	D	assumes	that	
internet	advertising	booms	and	begins	diverting	more	Standard	Mail,	and	in	Scenario	E,	internet	
advertising	booms	and	Standard	Mail	competes	with	other	traditional	media	for	an	ever-declining	
share	of	the	total	advertising	market.

We	do	not	assign	probabilities	to	any	of	these	scenarios,	viewing	them	all	as	reasonable	projections	
of	the	future.	If	one	were	to	assume	that	each	of	the	scenarios	were	equally	likely,	then	the	resulting	
average	volume	for	Standard	Mail	would	be	82.5	billion	pieces	in	2020	and	83.1	billion	pieces	in	2025,	
representing	an	annual	average	increase	of	0.4	percent	over	the	next	ten	years.	However,	this	“average	
volume”	is	merely	presented	for	illustrative	purposes	and	should	not	be	viewed	as	the	most	likely	
outcome.

Moreover,	there	is	uncertainty	regarding	future	volumes	under	any	given	scenario.	For	example,	
Scenario	B	projects	that	both	the	advertising	market	in	general	and	Standard	Mail	in	particular	
return	to	their	historical	relationships	with	the	economy.	However,	even	within	this	scenario,	there	is	
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uncertainty	about	the	future	pace	of	economic	growth.	Thus,	one	might	see	volumes	that	are	even	
higher	than	those	projected	by	Scenario	A	and,	for	that	matter,	even	lower	than	projected	for	Scenario	E.	

To	fully	appreciate	the	plausible	range	in	future	volumes,	both	within	and	across	scenarios,	 
Chart	12	presents	the	individual	scenario	volumes	described	above	along	with	in-scenario	ranges.	 
For	comparison,	historical	data	starting	in	1995	are	also	presented.

Chart 12: Standard Mail Volume History and Projections under Each Scenario (in billions of pieces)

Scenario A: Growth and Complementarity
Scenario B: Return to Pre-Great Recession Trends
Scenario C: Recent Trends Continue
Scenario D: Internet Boom
Scenario E: Constant Traditional Share

A	final	consideration	is	that	the	future	path	of	Standard	Mail	may	end	up	being	a	hybrid	of	more	than	
one	of	the	scenarios	presented	in	this	white	paper.	Volumes	might	continue	along	their	current	path	
for	a	few	years	(Scenario	C),	return	to	their	historical	pattern	for	a	few	years	after	that	(Scenario	B),	
and	then	begin	declining	as	Internet	advertising	takes	a	greater	and	greater	share	of	total	advertising	
spending	(Scenarios	D	or	E)	or	begin	increasing	more	rapidly	as	a	complementary	relationship	between	
the	internet	and	direct	mail	develops	(Scenario	A).
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IV. Conclusions

In	Part	2	of	the	white	paper	on	direct	mail,	five	different	scenarios	for	the	future	of	Standard	Mail	have	
been	developed.	These	scenarios	provide	a	quantification	of	the	potential	risks	and	opportunities	for	
the	Postal	Service	over	the	next	ten	years.	The	range	of	plausible	outcomes	is	substantial	owing	to	
both	the	ten-year	timeframe	for	which	the	projections	are	made	as	well	as	the	inherent	uncertainty	
regarding	the	future	of	the	advertising	market.

We	identify	three	key	factors	which	will	be	the	most	important	drivers	of	Standard	Mail	volume	in	
the	future:	1)	the	future	level	of	total	advertising	spending;	2)	the	internet	advertising	share	of	that	
future	total;	3)	the	extent	to	which	increased	internet	advertising	diverts	marketing	spending	from	
direct	mail.	Of	these	three,	we	find	that	the	rate	of	future	diversion	is	the	most	important.	Thus,	while	
it	seems	certain	that	internet	advertising	will	grow	considerably	over	the	next	few	years	–	a	projection	
that	is	included	in	all	our	scenarios	–	it	is	not	obvious	how	much	if	any	of	this	growth	will	come	at	the	
expense	of	direct	mail.

In	our	most	optimistic	scenario	(Scenario	A),	Standard	Mail	grows	about	four	percent	per	year.	Direct	
mail	develops	a	complementary	relationship	with	the	internet	so	that	the	projected	strong	growth	in	
internet	advertising	leads	to	an	increase	in	the	Standard	Mail	share	of	total	advertising	and	an	increase	
in	total	advertising	as	a	share	of	GDP.

In	Scenario	B,	total	advertising	spending	and	Standard	Mail	volume	return	to	their	pre-Great	Recession	
relationship	with	the	economy,	and	volume	grows	about	two	percent	per	year	over	the	next	decade.	
In	Scenario	C,	the	trends	that	have	developed	since	the	Great	Recession	continue,	and	volume	remains	
at	about	its	current	level.	Scenario	D	projects	a	faster	rate	of	diversion	of	Standard	Mail	to	the	internet	
and	in	this	scenario	volume	is	projected	to	decline	by	about	two	percent	per	year.	Scenario	E	envisions	
a	future	in	which	new	technologies	fundamentally	change	the	advertising	industry	and	traditional	
advertising,	including	direct	mail,	fade	away.	In	this	scenario,	Standard	Mail	volume	declines	by	about	
four	percent	per	year.

Importantly,	these	five	scenarios	are	not	mutually	exclusive	over	the	next	ten	years.	Standard	
Mail	volumes	may	proceed	along	their	current	path	(Scenario	C)	for	a	few	years	and	then	rebound	
(Scenarios	A	or	B)	or	falter	(Scenarios	D	or	E).	Moreover,	there	are	macroeconomic	uncertainties	
embedded	in	these	volume	projections.	A	severe	recession	in	the	future	would	likely	decrease	
volumes	in	all	scenarios	while	a	period	of	stronger	than	expected	growth	in	household	incomes	would	
likely	increase	all	scenario	volumes.

Ultimately,	the	future	volume	of	Standard	Mail	will	depend	on	whether	direct	mail	advertising	can	
effectively	compete	with	and	even	work	as	a	complement	to	internet	advertising.	In	some	sense,	this	is	
no	different	from	the	past	when	direct	mail	faced	competition	from	newspapers,	radio,	television,	and	
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other	media.	The	internet	represents	another	challenge	to	direct	mail.	The	Postal	Service’s	response	
to	that	challenge,	its	ability	to	maintain	the	value	of	direct	mail	to	marketers,	and	marketers’	ability	to	
maintain	the	value	of	direct	mail	to	their	customers,	will	be	the	most	important	determinants	of	the	
future	of	direct	mail.	
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CHRISTOPER J. KARPENKO 

EXEClrrlVE DIRECTOR BRANO MARKETING 
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 UNITED STJJ.TES 
 POSTllLSERVJCE 

May 3, 2016 

RENEE SHEEHY 
A/DIRECTOR, RARC CENTRAL RISK ANALYSIS RESEARCH CENTER 

SUBJECT: Advertising Mail: Future Prospects in Five Scenarios 

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the final review draft of the white paper, 
"Advertising Mail; Future Prospects in Five Scenarios." 

We agree with the paper's general assessment that the extraordinary growth of Internet 
advertising has impacted advertising spends across all media. 

An argument could be made that as technology develops, more companies appreciate 
the effectiveness of Omni channel marketing. The Postal Service feels strongly that mail 
will stay relevant as the consistent way to put advertising directly In the hands of a 
targeted audience. It is a channel that is 100% indexed into households and arrives 
through the noise of one's day on their own terms. 

Understanding that just stabilizing isn't enough, the Postal Service is determined to be 
part of the overall market growth and complementary with other channels. As 
technologies change and evolve, so does the Postal Service. Our approach wlll be to 
embrace the perceived threats and amplify efforts that integrate with the disrupters. 

Ultimately, the Postal Service's strategic goal is to take advantage of the rising tide of 
digital communication by implementlng a world-class, integrated social media 
infrastructure that strengthens our brand, and enhances our ability to deliver excellent 
customer experiences and interactions at every touch point. This platform allows us to 
hear and respond to the voice of our customers, employees and the communities we 
serve to establish the USPS as a leader in the digital space. 

This report and management's response do not contain Information that should be 
exempt from disclosure under the Freedom of Information Act. 

Again, thank you for the opportunity to review and respond. 
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aglass@uspsQig.gq�, E-FOIA@uspsoig.gov 
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Contact us via our Hotline and FOIA forms. 
Follow us on social networks.

Stay informed.

For media inquiries, contact Agapi Doulaveris
Telephone: 703-248-2286
adoulaveris@uspsoig.gov
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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The global print market has been in a state of divergence for the past decade – expanding 

in developing countries and shrinking in most developed countries such as the United States. 

Despite challenges in mature markets arising from changes in technology and shifts in media and 

marketing, the printing industry will remain a major American manufacturing industry. 

However, the U.S. commercial print industry will continue to be a rapidly changing environment 

over the next decade as outside forces dampen the demand for print. This report is designed to 

help printers and their vendors understand the future landscape of the industry through the lens 

of major outside industry drivers and to identify available opportunities. 

A one-day expert panel was co-hosted by the Economist Intelligence Unit (the EIU) and 

The Print Industries Market Information and Research Organization (PRIMIR) in September 

2015 to analyze external industry drivers and relate these to the U.S. print environment. The 

panel consisted of business executives from technology, consumer consulting, advertising, 

packaging, publishing, and print companies, in addition to a business strategy academic and a 

mergers and acquisition specialist. The panel debated and discussed current and future trends in 

their industries their impact on the print industry. 

Understanding the preferences of U.S. consumers and the direction of both the U.S. 

economy and print related industries – technology, advertising, publishing and packaging – is 

critical for print executives. There are major changes occurring in each of these areas that are 

interrelated. Critical trends uncovered or reiterated by the panel include the evolution of the 

consumer experience, the rise of data, the importance of mass personalization and product 

differentiation, and the role of social media in content generation and consumption. Most of 

these trends will drive down the overall demand for print, but they also create opportunities for 

the pioneers of the print industry.  

 U.S. consumers are constantly evolving. Over the next decade, they will be seeking 

more product differentiation, experiences instead of material possessions and 

traceability. These trends will drive significant changes for businesses as consumers 

demand more value and are better able to evaluate choices using technology. 
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 Technology advancements coupled with changes in consumer behavior will continue to 

have profound impacts on the print industry. The rise of sensors, data creation, social 

media usage and fatigue, mobile and portable devices, and the Internet of Things are 

specific technological developments relevant for printers. 

 Major trends occurring in the advertising industry that significantly impact commercial 

printers include mass-personalization, changing advertising channels, the evolving 

agency-of-record model, and difficulties with digital advertising such as ad-blocking, 

ad-viewability and ad-fraud. 

 The publishing industry has undergone extensive change over the past decade and will 

continue to see considerable change in the near future. There has been consolidation of 

many titles in the past few years, and there will continue to be extensive consolidation 

in the newspaper, book and magazine markets. Changes in consumer behavior are a key 

consideration for publishers since people are reading less printed content, and marketers 

will follow consumers.   

 Packaging presents a growth opportunity for U.S. commercial printers because of its 

size and favorable market forces.  There are specific trends creating opportunities for 

printers in packaging. These trends include changing consumer preferences, shorter 

product lifecycles, shifting channel behavior, and environmental concerns. 

Overall, the forces identified by the expert panel combine to place a downward pressure 

on the demand for print in the United States. Advertising spending will continue to be 

redistributed away from print to digital channels as consumers spend more time on digital 

devices. The average American adult now spends 2.8 hours per day on a mobile device, up from 

0.4 hours in 20101. Publishing and advertising revenues will suffer from these trends, which 

bode ill for printers. 

However, there are positive implications and opportunities for printers arising from some 

of these trends. Examples can be seen in data proliferation and packaging. Data creation and the 

application of it to advertising represent an opportunity for printers who are able to harness it. 

                                                 
1 "2015 Internet Trends Report." 2015 Internet Trends — Kleiner Perkins Caufield Byers. May 27, 2015.  
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Printers who capitalize on packaging’s ability to drive perception and pricing will find 

themselves a lucrative opportunity with consumer packaged goods companies.  

Consolidation in the U.S. commercial print industry will continue as a result of the 

downward pressure created by the outside industry forces. The exact pace of consolidation is 

unknown, but it is likely to be more accelerated than gradual. There are some industry forecasts 

that suggest another 7,000 to 8,000 print establishments could be lost in the next five years. 

Conditions in the print industry are also facilitating this trend – the industry is saturated with 

overcapacity and EBIDTA’s have bounced back from those seen in 2009 and 2010. Acquisitions 

will continue to be horizontal because buyers will look to grow their business in the next two to 

three years by purchasing customers. Sellers will primarily be driven by a lack of succession 

planning and dwindling profits resulting from competing on price. 

Emerging business models for printers will center on three concepts: differentiation and 

specialization in a particular niche, providing new services, and improving human capital. 

Successful printers in the future will shift their businesses away from the traditional print-based 

model, and embrace these three pillars. They will need to think of themselves, rebranding if 

necessary, as business solution oriented partners. Most printers that fail to adapt from the 

traditional print model or continue to compete on price will likely be acquired by larger, more 

progressive printers. 

The major outside-industry trends identified by the expert panel will have a negative 

impact on the overall demand for print equipment, consumables, inks and substrates. Vendors 

need to quickly adapt their business models and products to account for these trends and to 

follow the successful commercial printers. Generally, printers will be purchasing less new 

equipment as there is a surplus of quality, old equipment available. 

There are two key recommendations for manufacturers across these segments based on 

these outside trends and the evolving print business models. First, there will be an increasing 

demand for digital print products because of mass-personalization and the rise of data. As such, 

manufacturers need to adjust their product offerings to give printers more flexible better 

equipment, consumables, ink and substrates tied to digital and variable printing. Second, 

packaging will be the only dependable print product category experiencing growth because of 

the demand for packaged goods and the innovation occurring in the industry. Manufacturers 
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should look for ways to better compete in the packaging space. Flexography and digital 

technologies are two areas that will see growth across corrugated, tag and label, and flexible 

packaging. 
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