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Description

[0001] This invention relates generally to mail process-
ing and more particularly to apparatus and methods re-
lating to mail that is not deliverable as addressed.
[0002] Mail that is returned to mailers as undeliverable
presents significant challenges. In general, for large mail-
ers who receive a large quantity of returned mail, a typical
manner of handling the returned mail may be simply to
discard or destroy it. However, this may leave unsolved
whatever problem or failure caused the mail to be mis-
addressed or otherwise undeliverable.
[0003] Patents such as U.S. Patent Numbers
6,696,656, 6,740,835, 6,791,050, and 6,826,548 have
proposed certain processes to be performed in connec-
tion with returned mail. The present inventors have rec-
ognized that there are additional useful ways in which
returned mail may be handled or processed.
[0004] US 2003/0191651 A1 discloses a method, sys-
tem and program product for processing returned mail
includes the steps of encoding pieces of mail with data
including the identity of the intended recipient, mailing
the pieces of mail to the intended recipients, collecting
at a processing location those pieces of mail that are
returned as undeliverable, scanning the data from the
returned pieces of mail, electronically updating at least
address information for the intended recipients of the re-
turned mail, and electronically transmitting the updated
address and other information to a subscriber for updat-
ing the subscriber’s database of recipient addresses.
[0005] US 2003/0109954 A1 discloses a mailpiece
sorting apparatus video coding station, inserter system,
return mail workstation and a web server for intercon-
necting several components of the system. The system
provides a closed loop solution for reducing return to
sender mailpieces generated by a company that is sort-
ing incoming mailpieces using an automated system.
This system provides updated data to inserting systems
producing such mailpieces. This helps to solve data qual-
ity problems at their source and reduce processing costs
by reducing the number of return to sender mailpieces.
[0006] According to the present invention, there is pro-
vided an automated method of processing returned mail-
pieces from a postal authority as set out in claim 1.
[0007] The present invention also provides apparatus
for processing returned mailpieces from a postal author-
ity as set out in claim 5.
[0008] Optional features are set out in the other claims.
[0009] The accompanying drawings illustrate present-
ly preferred embodiments of the invention. As shown
throughout the drawings, like reference numerals desig-
nate like or corresponding parts.

FIG. 1 is a diagram that illustrates a mailpiece
processing flow according to an embodiment.

FIG. 2 is a flow chart that illustrates some details of
the processing flow of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a computer system that
processes returned mail in accordance with aspects
of the processing flow of FIGS. 1 and 2.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram that illustrates some as-
pects of one embodiment of the computer system of
FIG. 3.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of a returned mail server
computer that is part of the system of FIG. 3,

FIGS. 6 and 7 are flow charts that illustrate details
of aspects of an alternative to the processing flow of
FIG. 1.

[0010] The embodiments are concerned with process-
ing returned (undeliverable) mail in a manner that allows
the mailer to take appropriate remedial action in response
to non-delivery and return of a mailpiece. Among other
actions in response to returned mail, the mailer (or its
contractor/agent) sorts the returned mail according to the
mailings from which the returned mailpieces were gen-
erated. The mailpieces are further sorted according to
the reasons for nondelivery provided by the postal au-
thority (e.g., the U.S. Postal Service). At least some as-
pects of the sorting are mechanized. For example, a bar-
code or the like on the mailpiece may indicate which mail-
ing the mailpiece originated from and may be machine-
read to allow for automatic sorting of the mailpiece into
a stack containing only returned mailpieces from a par-
ticular mailing.
[0011] Data representing at least the type of mailing
(and hence the type of mailpiece) is entered into a data-
base (automatically or by human data entry), along with
data representing the reason for nondelivery, and these
data are associated with the intended recipient of the
mailpiece to drive an automated decision-making proc-
ess which determines what kind of contact with the in-
tended recipient, or other action, should be initiated,
[0012] As a result of these processes, mailers may be
able to take advantage of the information represented by
a returned mailpiece, in contrast to conventional practic-
es, in which returned mailpieces are simply discarded or
destroyed.
[0013] FIG. 1 is a diagram that illustrates a mailpiece
processing flow according to an embodiment. Typically
the genesis of a mailing is a database 102 of intended
recipients for the mailpieces to be generated for the mail-
ing. (As used herein and in the appended claims, a "mail-
ing" refers to a group of envelopes that contain similar
mailpieces--e.g., mailpieces that are identical or identical
except for recipient and address, or account statements
or bills generated from a group of accounts--and are ad-
dressed to different recipients. The number of mailpieces
in a mailing is typically in the hundreds, thousands, hun-
dreds of thousands or even millions.) The recipient da-
tabase may be derived from or part of an account holder
database or customer database or may alternatively em-
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body a mailing list or be derived from a number of mailing
lists. In accordance with conventional practices, in some
cases the recipient database is "cleansed" (104 in FIG.
1) by cross-checking against one or more databases of
current and/or past/changed addresses to try to incorpo-
rate current, accurate and complete address information
for each intended recipient. Software and databases for
"address cleansing" are commercially available and are
in widespread use. Even so, it is not uncommon for a
certain percentage of the addresses in a "cleansed" da-
tabase to be out-of-date, inadequate or inaccurate.
[0014] Generation of the mailpieces themselves is in-
dicated at 106. This involves printing the contents of the
mailpiece, which may contain information, such as recip-
ient name and address, that varies from mailpiece to mail-
piece within the mailing. Some of this information may
be drawn from the cleansed recipient database. There
also may be account-specific information (e.g., transac-
tion lists, account totals) in the mailpiece contents. Mail-
piece generation also includes insertion of mailpiece con-
tents into envelopes. Unless a window envelope is used,
mailpiece generation may include printing the recipients’
names and addresses on the envelopes, again with in-
formation drawn from the cleansed recipient database.
In the case of an information mailing of identical notices
(e.g., privacy notices) to all recipients, the contents may
all be identical, such as pre-printed form letters and the
like, and the only differences among the mailpieces may
be the recipient names and addresses printed on the
envelopes. Printing of recipient names and addresses
on labels and affixing of the labels to the envelopes may
also be employed.
[0015] At 108 the mailing is assembled. For example,
the mailpieces may be presorted (although this may al-
ternatively be an automatic result of the order of printing
the mailpieces), franked, stacked, bundled, placed in
postal shipment bags or trays, etc., or any one or more
of the foregoing steps. Then, block 110 represents in-
duction of the mailing into the postal authority (e.g., the
U.S. Postal Service; or alternatively the postal carrier of
another country or a private carrier such as FedEx or
UPS).
[0016] During its normal processes for sorting and/or
transporting the mailpieces of the mailing, the postal au-
thority will effectively determine for each mailpiece, as
indicated at 112, whether the mailpiece is deliverable. If
deliverable, with or without forwarding, the mailpiece is
delivered, as indicated at 114. If the mailpiece is deter-
mined to be "undeliverable as addressed" or if a similar
determination is made, the postal authority will (116 in
FIG. 1) typically mark, print or otherwise affix on or to the
mailpiece an indication, endorsement and/or code to in-
dicate a reason why the mailpiece is not deliverable. Typ-
ical reasons for non-delivery include the addressee being
deceased, or having left the address with no forwarding
order or with a forwarding order that has expired, or the
address being incomplete (e.g., lacking street number or
apartment number) or in error (e.g., address includes

non-existent street or street number or apartment
number). (In some cases, of course, some of these de-
ficiencies in the address may not prevent delivery.) After
the reason for nondelivery is marked (which may not oc-
cur in all cases), the mailpiece is returned (118 in FIG.
1) to the mailer or an agent or contractor of the mailer.
(As will be appreciated by those who are skilled in the
art, steps 116 and 118 are typically performed by the
U.S. Postal Service with respect to first class mail. For
other classes of mail in the U.S., these steps may not be
performed in some cases. For example, in the case of
undeliverable third class mail, the mailpieces may simply
be destroyed, and no reason for nondelivery noted.)
[0017] At 120 in FIG. 1, the returned mail is processed
by or on behalf of the mailer in accordance with aspects
of the present embodiment to be described below. At 122
the mailer and/or its contractor or agent performs reme-
dial action that is determined based on the processing
which occurred at 120, and an operation to update the
recipient database 102, based possibly on the remedial
action 122, is indicated at 124.
[0018] Stepping back from the individual steps of FIG.
1 for a moment, it will be noted that a dash-dot line 126
is presented in the drawing. Actions to the right of the
dash-dot line 126 may essentially be performed by the
postal authority, while actions to the left of the dash-dot
line 126 may be performed by or on behalf of the mailer.
Moreover, a double-dot dash line 128 is presented to
divide into two regions the area to the left of the dash-
dot line 126. A mailer may find it convenient to contract
out most or all of the activities to the left of the dash-dot
line 126 and may divide the work between a mailing con-
tractor that performs the work indicated above the dou-
ble-dot dash line 128 and a returned mail processing con-
tractor that performs the work indicated below the double-
dot dash line 128. Some work, such as the update data
step 124, may entail cooperation between the two con-
tractors. One or both of the contractors may perform other
work for the mailer, such as managing reprographics
and/or handling, sorting and distributing inbound mail that
is not returned mail.
[0019] FIG. 2 is a flow chart that illustrates some details
of the processing flow of FIG. 1. At 202 in FIG. 2, the
returned mail is received from the postal authority by or
on behalf of the mailer. Then, in some cases (204 in FIG.
2), the returned mail is sorted by the mailing in which the
returned mail was originally produced. The sorting is by
machine. For example, during the mail generation 106 a
machine-readable code may have been printed on the
mailpiece envelope (or in a recipient address, return ad-
dress or other field on the mailpiece contents that is view-
able through a window in the envelope) to identify the
mailing to which the mailpieces belong. Consequently,
an automatic sorting device (not shown) may machine-
read the code from the mailpiece and may outsort mail-
pieces according to the mailing identification information
present in the code. As a result the sorting device sorts
the mailpieces by the mailing to which they belong. The
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code in which the mailing of origin is indicated may, for
example, be a barcode such as a PLANET code, or may
be another type of barcode such as a two dimensional
barcode. The code may, but need not, be in a field sep-
arate from the recipient address field and the return ad-
dress field. The code may, for example, be incorporated
in the two-dimensional barcode provided as part of the
postage meter indicium in the IBIP program.
[0020] In addition, returned mailpieces may be opened
in some cases to determine the account number of the
intended recipient.
[0021] At 206 in FIG. 2, the reason for nondelivery of
the mailpiece is entered in a database. For example, this
may be done by associating a numeric code with a da-
tabase entry that pertains to the intended recipient of the
mailpiece. One way this may be done is by a human
operator, at a workstation (not shown in FIG. 2), access-
ing a database that corresponds to the mailing and bring-
ing up a screen display for the intended recipient of the
mailpiece (whose name the operator may read from the
mailpiece or from an image of the mailpiece). The oper-
ator may read the reason for nondelivery from the face
of the mailpiece or from an image thereof and may make
appropriate data entry into the screen display (e.g., by
making a selection from a menu such as a pulldown
menu).
[0022] At 208, a determination is made as to what re-
medial action (if any) should be performed because of
the nondelivery of the mailpiece. The determination is
made automatically by a computer system (described
below) and is based on the reason for nondelivery en-
tered at 206 and also based on the mailing from which
the mailpiece originated. For present purposes and those
of the appended claims, the type of mailing may be an
equivalent to and/or a proxy for the particular mailing.
For example, the mailing type "account statement" may
be used to determine the remedial action rather than "ac-
count statement mailing of 11/14/05". More generally,
mailings may be categorized as one of a number of cat-
egories, such as: promotional (e.g., solicitations, adver-
tising), transactional (e.g., bills, account statements,
product recalls), correspondence (e.g., notices of gener-
al applicability relating to business relationship with the
client, reports of unusual events with respect to an ac-
count), and legal notices/compliance. In general the
phrase "determining a mailing" should be understood to
encompass determining a type of mailing.
[0023] The particular rules implemented to select a
course of action (i.e., a type of remedial activity) in re-
sponse to the reason for nondelivery and mailing or mail-
ing type may vary from mailer to mailer. However, the
following examples are illustrative of rules that may be
employed:

• (1) Initiate a telephone call to the intended recipient
from the mailer’s customer service department for
promotional returned mail or account statements
where nondeliverability is due to error or omission in

the address.

• (2) Initiate an account collection procedure for a re-
turned bill where nondelivery is due to the intended
recipient’s having moved and left no forwarding ad-
dress.

• (3) Initiate a fraud investigation procedure when sev-
eral returned mailpieces from the same billing mail-
ing all have similar nonexistent addresses.

• (4) Remove the intended recipient from the recipient
database when the mailpiece is from a promotional
mailing and the reason for nondelivery is that the
recipient is deceased or the address is nonexistent
or the intended recipient moved and left no forward-
ing address.

[0024] Some rules may take into account whether one
or more mailpieces addressed to the intended recipient
from prior mailings have been returned as undeliverable.
[0025] For example, where the mailings are for ac-
count statements and the reason for return is that the
intended recipient moved with no forwarding order,

• (a) no action may be taken after a mailpiece from a
first mailing is returned;

• (b) a customer service telephone call is initiated after
a mailpiece from the next (second) mailing is re-
turned; and

• [(c) the customer account is closed after a mailpiece
from the following (third) mailing is returned.

[0026] At 210, the mailer, its contractor or agent may
proceed with the remedial action decided upon at 208.
When the remedial action produces updated address in-
formation for the intended recipient, the resulting infor-
mation may be used to update a recipient database,
which in turn may again be "cleansed". In some cases,
the old address (i.e., the address which resulted in non-
delivery) may be stricken from the recipient database un-
less it can be updated by conventional address updating/
cleansing processes. In another alternative embodiment,
the course of action to be taken is based upon the identity
of the originating entity (e.g. could be any of a number
of departments within a company).
[0027] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of a computer system
300 that processes returned mail in accordance with as-
pects of the processing flow of FIGS. 1 and 2.
[0028] The computer system 300 includes a returned
mail server computer 302 which may perform at least
some of the steps illustrated in FIG. 2. The returned mail
server computer 302 may include one or more peripheral
devices and/or sources of input such as those shown in
phantom in FIG. 3 and enumerated below. For example,
the returned mail server computer may be connected to
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one or more operator workstations 304 (e.g., client com-
puters) to receive, from operators, input such as the rea-
son for nondelivery of a returned mailpiece. The operator
may also use the workstation to enter the original address
and/or a corrected address applied to the mailpiece by
the postal authority. Other activities that may be per-
formed with such workstations are indications of the mail-
ing of origin of a mailpiece and/or selection/search for an
intended recipient’s name that is stored in a database
maintained by the returned mail server 302.
[0029] In another (or the same) embodiment, the re-
turned mail server computer may have a scanner 306 in
communication therewith. The scanner may be used to
read information from the returned mailpieces. For ex-
ample, the information may be an 11-digit zip code which
effectively identifies the intended address, and conse-
quently the intended recipient, of the returned mailpiece.
When the scanner 306 inputs the 11-digit zip code to the
returned mail server 302, the returned mail server 302
may automatically bring up a data entry screen for the
intended recipient and the operator may then enter/select
the reason for nondelivery endorsed on the mailpiece by
the postal authority. For this purpose the operator may
directly read the endorsed reason from the mailpiece or
the operator may alternatively read the endorsed reason
from an image of the mailpiece. (It is also contemplated
that the reason for nondelivery may be marked on the
mailpiece in machine-readable form such as by an addi-
tional barcode printed/affixed to the mailpiece by the
postal authority once it has been determined by the postal
authority that the mailpiece is undeliverable. Accordingly,
the reason for nondelivery may also be input to the re-
turned mail server 302 from the scanner 306 by machine-
reading. Machine-reading of alphanumeric characters to
identify the intended recipient, the mailing of origin,
and/or the reason for nondelivery, is also contemplated.)
[0030] In addition, or alternatively, the returned mail
server 302 may be connected by a suitable data com-
munication connection 308, to receive a feed of data 310
from a remote site. In some embodiments, the feed may
provide images of mailpieces scanned at the remote site.
The images may be presented to an operator or operators
at workstations co-located with the returned mail server
to allow the operator(s) to read, from the images, infor-
mation such as the reasons for nondelivery and/or the
names and/or addresses of the intended recipient.
[0031] FIG. 4 is a block diagram that illustrates equip-
ment that may be provided in accordance with some em-
bodiments to provide the remote site data feed 310
shown in FIG. 3. Referring to FIG. 4, a scanner 402 may
be coupled to a computer 404 which receives image data
from the scanner 402 and forwards the image data to the
returned mail server (FIG. 3, not shown in FIG. 4). The
scanner 402 may be suitable for scanning and generating
images of mailpieces. The scanner may be associated
with equipment (not separately shown) that provides an
automatic envelope feed path to transport returned mail-
pieces seriatim past the scanner so that the scanner can

capture images of the mailpieces.
[0032] With the remote site data feed as illustrated in
FIG. 4 and indicated at 310 in FIG. 3, the returned mail-
pieces may be received and scanned at one location,
and the resulting image data may be transmitted to a
second, remote location. At the second location, one or
more human operators may review the images of the
mailpieces to enter nondelivery reason data to support
(a) decisions regarding remedial action as described in
connection with step 208 in FIG. 2 and/or (b) updating of
the recipient database. In addition or alternatively, ma-
chine intelligence may be applied to the mailpiece images
at the second location to enter some or all of the data
required for decisions regarding remedial action.
[0033] Referring once more to FIG. 3, in accordance
with embodiments to be described below the returned
mail server 302 may receive a feed 312 of data from the
postal authority regarding mail that is undeliverable.
[0034] Continuing to refer to FIG. 3, the computer sys-
tem 300 may include another server (or servers) 314
which is (are) in communication with the returned mail
server 302. The server 314 may provide support for re-
medial actions decided upon by the returned mail server
320. For example, the returned mail server 302 may sup-
ply, to the remedial action server 314, data that indicates
and provides background information for customer serv-
ice calls to be made to intended recipients of returned
mailpieces. The remedial action server 314 may down-
load to a customer service workstation or workstations
316 prompts or other data that guides or directs customer
service representatives (not shown) at the workstations
to initiate telephone calls to the intended recipients.
[0035] FIG. 5 is a block diagram of the returned mail
server computer 302 as provided in accordance with
some embodiments.
[0036] The computer 302 includes a processor (or
processors) 502, which may for example be any conven-
tional microprocessor or microprocessors customarily
used in server computers. Also included in the computer
302 are random access memory (RAM) 504 and read
only memory (ROM) 506, both in communication with the
processor 502. Further, the computer 302 may include
one or more input/output devices 508 in communication
with the processor 502. The input/output devices 508
may include, for example, one or more display screens,
keyboards, mice.
[0037] Still further, the computer 302 may include one
or more communication devices 510 in communication
with the processor 502. The communication devices may
allow for data communication between the computer 302
and one or more other computers, via, e.g., one or more
communication networks which are not shown.
[0038] In addition, the computer 302 includes a storage
device 512, which is in communication with the processor
502 and which may be constituted by one or more hard
disk drives, CD-ROM drives, etc. The storage device 512
may store one or more programs 514 which may be load-
ed into RAM 504 from time to time to control operation
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of the processor 502 to thereby control operation of the
computer 302. The programs 514 includes.software in-
structions to cause the computer 302 to perform functions
of the present embodiment, as described herein. Still fur-
ther, the storage device 512 stores a database 516 of
information concerning returned mailpieces and a data-
base 518 of rules to be applied in determining remedial
actions to be taken with respect to various categories of
returned mailpieces.
[0039] As briefly referred to above, in some embodi-
ments, the returned mail server 302 may receive from
the postal authority a feed of data regarding undelivera-
ble mailpieces. In some embodiments, the postal author-
ity may provide this feed of data in lieu of returning the
undeliverable mailpieces to the mailer. FIG. 6 is a flow
chart that illustrates a process that may be performed by
the postal authority in connection with such embodi-
ments.
[0040] At 602 in FIG. 6, the postal authority determines
whether a mailpiece is deliverable. If the mailpiece is de-
liverable, then it is delivered to the recipient, as indicated
at 604. If the mailpiece is not deliverable, the postal au-
thority appends the reason for nondelivery to the mail-
piece, as indicated at 606. Then, at 608, it is determined
whether the undeliverable mailpiece carries a PLANET
code or other code that may be read to determine whether
returning of the mailpiece is required. If there is no such
code, then the mailpiece is returned to the mailer, as
indicated at 610. If there is such a code, then it is read
by scanning the mailpiece, as indicated at 612. From the
code, a determination 614 may be made by the postal
authority (or by its computer, which is not shown, by da-
tabase lookup concerning the indicated mailer and/or
mailing) as to whether the postal authority and the mailer
of the mailpiece have by prior arrangement agreed that
return of undeliverable mailpieces (at least from the mail-
ing in question) is not required, and that data may be
submitted to the mailer in lieu of return of the mailpiece.
In this regard, the term "truncation" will be introduced to
signify that an undeliverable mailpiece is destroyed rath-
er than returned, and that data is sent to the mailer in
place of the mailpiece. Thus at 614 it is determined
whether the mailpiece is truncatable. If not, the undeliv-
erable mailpiece is returned to the mailer as indicated at
610. However, if the mailpiece is truncatable, then data
such as an 11-digit zip barcode on the mailpiece is read
(616 in FIG. 6) as a unique identifier (possibly with addi-
tional data in the PLANET code) for the mailpiece. Fur-
ther, a postal authority employee may read the reason
for nondelivery from the mailpiece and may enter (618)
a corresponding reason code to associate the reason
code with the mailpiece identifier. The postal authority
may then send data such as the PLANET code, 11-digit
zip and nondelivery reason code to the mailer, as indi-
cated at 620. The mailpiece may then be destroyed (622),
per agreement with the mailer.
[0041] In this embodiment, the postal authority may
save the time and expense of physically returning unde-

liverable mail, while instead providing to mailers useful
data concerning the reason for nondelivery of mailpieces.
In some embodiments, in addition or alternatively, the
postal authority may capture an image of the face of the
mailpiece, and may provide this image data to the mailer
in addition to or instead of the data referred to at 620 and
in lieu of returning the mailpiece.
[0042] According to a variation in the process of FIG.
6, it may be determined whether a mailpiece is truncat-
able before the reason for nondelivery is appended to
the mailpiece. If the mailpiece is truncatable, then the
reason for nondelivery is not appended to the mailpiece,
but instead data or a code representing the reason for
nondelivery is electronically transmitted to the mailer in
association with data (taken e.g. by scanning the mail-
piece) that uniquely identifies the mailpiece. The mail-
piece is destroyed before, during or after transmission of
this information. If the mailpiece is found not to be trun-
catable, then the reason for nondelivery is appended
thereto and the mailpiece is returned to the mailer.
[0043] FIG. 7 is a flow chart that illustrates a process
that may be performed by or on behalf of a mailer in
embodiments in which the postal authority provides data
to the mailer in lieu of returning undeliverable mail. At
702, the mailer (or a contractor or agent for the mailer)
receives from the postal authority (e.g., at server com-
puter 302, FIG. 3) the codes referred to at 620 in FIG. 6.
(In addition or alternatively, the mailer may receive an
image of the undeliverable mailpiece.) At 704, the server
computer 302 accesses data to indicate, e.g., the mailing
of origin for the mailpiece referred to in the received data,
the account number of the intended recipient of the mail-
piece, etc. At 706, the server computer 302 references
one or more rules to determine, based for example on
the reason for nondelivery and the mailing of origin of the
mailpiece, what remedial action should be taken. At 708
the remedial action is taken, e.g., with support and man-
agement by the remedial action server 314 (FIG. 3).
[0044] In accordance with the embodiments described
above, a method is provided that involves receiving re-
turned mailpieces from a postal authority. Each of the
returned mailpieces has been included in a respective
one of a plurality of mailings and has been determined
by the postal authority to be undeliverable, The method
includes sorting the returned mailpieces in accordance
with a respective one of said mailings to which each re-
turned mailpiece belonged. In other words, the returned
mail are sorted by the mailings in which they originated.
[0045] The sorting of the mailpieces may include ma-
chine-reading a code on the returned mailpieces. The
code may be a barcode such as a PLANET ("Postal Alpha
Numeric Encoding Technique") code, or may alternative-
ly be a two-dimensional barcode. For example, if a two-
dimensional barcode is read, the 2-D barcode may be
provided as part of or in association with a postage meter
indicium in accordance with the IBIP ("Information Based
Indicia Program") program.
[0046] The method also includes, after receiving the
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mail, determining for each of the returned mailpieces a
reason why the mailpiece in question was determined to
be undeliverable;
[0047] The selecting of the course of action is based
on both the mailing that is determined to have been the
source of the mailpiece and the reason for the mailpiece
being undeliverable. Among the various courses of action
that may be selected are: (a) initiating a telephone call
to the intended recipient of the returned mailpiece; (b)
initiating a debt collection procedure; and (c) initiating a
fraud investigation. Determining the mailing which was
the source of the mailpiece involves sorting returned
mailpieces according to the mailings to which they be-
longed. The reason for the non-deliverability of the mail-
piece is entered into a database. The reason for non-
deliverability of the mailpiece is determined by reading
information from the mailpiece.
[0048] The method may also include scanning each
returned mailpiece to generate an image, with the scan-
ning performed at a first location. The method may also
include transmitting the image to a second location that
is remote from the first location, and reading information
from the image at the second location to determine the
reason why the mailpiece was undeliverable.
[0049] Apparatus are provided to perform at least a
portion of the above-described methods.
[0050] The methods and/or apparatus described
above may aid in making appropriate decisions about
how to address the non-delivery of mailpieces from mass
mailings. As a result, mailers may be better able to keep
in touch with customers and to minimize disruptions in
business processes such as billing and collection of ac-
counts.
[0051] The words "comprise," "comprises," "compris-
ing," "include," "including," and "includes" when used in
this specification and in the following claims are intended
to specify the presence of stated features, elements, in-
tegers, components, or steps, but they do not preclude
the presence or addition of one or more other features,
elements, integers, components, steps, or groups there-
of.
[0052] A number of embodiments of the present inven-
tion have been described. Nevertheless, it will be under-
stood that various modifications may be made. Other var-
iations relating to implementation of the functions de-
scribed herein can also be implemented. Accordingly,
other embodiments are within the scope of the following
claims.

Claims

1. An automated method of processing returned mail-
pieces from a postal authority, each mailpiece having
been included in a respective one of a plurality of
mailings and having been determined by the postal
authority to be undeliverable, the method compris-
ing:

machine-sorting the returned mailpieces to
identify the mailings to which the mailpieces be-
long;
determining for each of said returned mailpieces
a reason why said returned mailpiece was de-
termined to be undeliverable;
employing a computer system (300) to deter-
mine remedial action to be taken for each re-
turned mailpiece in accordance with the identi-
fied mailing for the mailpiece, said determined
reason for the mailpiece and a database (512)
of rules defining different remedial actions for
different mailings;
and further comprising:

entering said determined reason in a data-
base; and
reading information from said each returned
mailpiece to determine said reason.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein:

the machine-sorting includes machine-reading
a code on the returned mailpieces; and
the code is a barcode.

3. The method according to claim 1,
wherein said determined remedial action includes
initiating a telephone call to an intended recipient of
said each returned mailpiece.

4. The method according to claim 1, further comprising:

scanning said each returned mailpiece to gen-
erate an image, said scanning performed at a
first location;
transmitting said image to a second location that
is remote from said first location; and
reading information from said image at said sec-
ond location to determine said reason.

5. Apparatus for processing returned mailpieces from
a postal authority, each mailpiece having been in-
cluded in a respective one of a plurality of mailings
and having been determined by the postal authority
to be undeliverable, the apparatus comprising:

means for machine-sorting the returned mail-
pieces to identify the mailings to which the mail-
pieces belong;
a computer system (300) for determining reme-
dial action to be taken for each returned mail-
piece in accordance with the identified mailing
for the mailpiece, a reason why said returned
mailpiece was determined to be undeliverable,
and a database (512) of rules defining different
remedial actions for different mailings;
and the apparatus further comprises:
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means for reading information from said
each returned mailpiece to determine said
reason; and
means for entering said determined reason
into said computer system.

6. The apparatus according to claim 5, wherein:

the means for machine-sorting includes means
for machine-reading a code on the returned
mailpieces; and
the code is a barcode.

7. The apparatus according to claim 5, further compris-
ing:

means for scanning said each returned mail-
piece at a first location to generate an image;
means for transmitting said image to a second
location that is remote from said first location;
and
means for reading information from said image
at said second location to determine said rea-
son.

Patentansprüche

1. Automatisiertes Verfahren des Prozessierens rück-
läufiger Poststücke aus einer Poststelle, wo jedes
Poststück in einer entsprechenden einer Mehrzahl
von Sendungen beinhaltet gewesen ist und durch
die Poststelle als unzustellbar bestimmt worden ist,
wobei das Verfahren umfasst:

Maschinensortieren der rückläufigen Poststük-
ke, um die Sendungen zu identifizieren, zu de-
nen die Poststücke gehören;
Feststellen, für jedes der rückläufigen Poststük-
ke, eines Grunds, warum das rückläufige Post-
stück als unzustellbar bestimmt worden ist;
Einsetzen eines Computersystems (300), um ei-
ne durchzuführende Abhilfeaktion für jedes
rückläufige Poststück zu bestimmen, entspre-
chend der identifizierten Sendung für das Post-
stück, wobei der festgestellte Grund für das
Poststück und eine Datenbank (512) von Re-
geln verschiedene Abhilfeaktionen für unter-
schiedliche Sendungen definiert;
und weiter umfassend:

Eingeben des festgestellten Grunds in einer
Datenbank; und
Lesen von Informationen aus jedem rück-
läufigen Poststück, um den Grund festzu-
stellen.

2. Verfahren gemäß Anspruch 1, wobei:

die Maschinensortierung ein Maschinenlesen
eines Codes auf dem rückläufigen Poststück be-
inhaltet; und
der Code ein Balken-Code ist.

3. Verfahren gemäß Anspruch 1,
wobei die bestimmte Abhilfeaktion das Initiieren ei-
nes Telefonanrufs bei einem vorgesehenen Emp-
fänger jedes rückläufigen Poststücks beinhaltet.

4. Verfahren gemäß Anspruch 1, weiter umfassend:

Abtasten jedes rückläufigen Poststücks, um ein
Bild zu erzeugen, wobei das Abtasten an einem
ersten Ort durchgeführt wird,
Senden des Bildes an einen zweiten Ort, der
vom ersten Ort entfernt ist; und
Einlesen von Informationen aus dem Bild an
dem zweiten Ort, um den Grund festzustellen.

5. Vorrichtung zum Prozessieren rückläufiger Post-
stücke aus einer Poststelle, wobei jedes Poststück
in einer entsprechenden einer Mehrzahl von Sen-
dungen beinhaltet gewesen ist und durch die Post-
stelle als unzustellbar bestimmt worden ist, wobei
die Vorrichtung umfasst:

Mittel zum Maschinensortieren der rückläufigen
Poststücke, um die Sendungen zu identifizieren,
zu denen die Poststücke gehören;
ein Computersystem (300) zum Festlegen einer
zu ergreifenden Abhilfeaktion für jedes rückläu-
fige Poststück anhand der identifizierten Sen-
dung für das Poststück, eines Grundes, warum
das rückläufige Poststück als unzustellbar be-
stimmt worden ist, und einer Datenbank (512)
mit Regeln, die unterschiedliche Lösungsaktio-
nen für verschiedene Sendungen definieren;
und die Vorrichtung weiter umfasst:

Mittel zum Einlesen von Informationen aus
jedem rückläufigen Poststück, um den
Grund festzustellen; und
Mittel zum Eingeben des festgestellten
Grunds in das Computersystem.

6. Vorrichtung gemäß Anspruch 5, wobei:

das Mittel zum Maschinensortieren Mittel für
Maschinenlesen eines Codes auf den rückläu-
figen Poststücken beinhaltet; und
der Code ein Balken-Code ist.

7. Vorrichtung gemäß Anspruch 5, weiter umfassend:

Mittel zum Abtasten jedes rückläufigen Post-
stücks an einen ersten Ort, um ein Bild zu er-
zeugen;
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Mittel zum Senden des Bildes an einen zweiten
Ort, der vom ersten Ort entfernt ist; und
Mittel zum Einlesen von Informationen aus dem
Bild an dem zweiten Ort, um den Grund festzu-
stellen.

Revendications

1. Procédé automatisé pour le traitement d’objets pos-
taux retournés depuis une autorité postale, chaque
objet postal ayant été inclus dans un envoi respectif
d’une pluralité d’envois et ayant été déterminé, par
l’autorité postale, comme ne pouvant être distribué,
le procédé comprenant les opérations consistant à :

trier à la machine les objets postaux retournés
pour identifier les envois auxquels appartien-
nent les objets postaux ;
déterminer pour chacun desdits objets postaux
retournés la raison pour laquelle ledit objet pos-
tal retourné a été déterminé comme ne pouvant
être distribué ;
employer un système informatique (300) pour
déterminer la mesure corrective à prendre pour
chaque objet postal retourné d’après l’envoi
identifié pour l’objet postal, ladite raison déter-
minée pour l’objet postal et une base de don-
nées (512) de règles définissant différentes me-
sures correctives pour différents envois ;
et comprenant, en outre :

l’entrée de ladite raison déterminée dans
une base de données ; et
la lecture d’informations provenant de cha-
que dit objet postal retourné pour détermi-
ner ladite raison.

2. Procédé selon la revendication 1, dans lequel :

le tri à la machine comprend une lecture par ma-
chine d’un code sur les objets postaux
retournés ; et
le code est un code à barres.

3. Procédé selon la revendication 1,
dans lequel ladite mesure corrective déterminée
comprend un appel téléphonique passé à un desti-
nataire prévu de chaque dit objet postal retourné.

4. Procédé selon la revendication 1, comprenant, en
outre :

le balayage par scanner de chaque dit objet pos-
tal retourné pour produire une image, ledit ba-
layage réalisé en un premier emplacement ;
la transmission de ladite image jusqu’à un
deuxième emplacement qui est distant dudit

premier emplacement ; et
la lecture d’informations provenant de ladite
image en ledit deuxième emplacement pour dé-
terminer ladite raison.

5. Appareil pour le traitement d’objets postaux retour-
nés depuis une autorité postale, chaque objet postal
ayant été inclus dans un envoi respectif d’une plu-
ralité d’envois et ayant été déterminé, par l’autorité
postale, comme ne pouvant être distribué, l’appareil
comprenant :

un moyen pour le tri à la machine des objets
postaux retournés pour identifier les envois aux-
quels appartiennent les objets postaux ;
un système informatique (300) pour déterminer
la mesure corrective à prendre pour chaque ob-
jet postal retourné d’après l’envoi identifié pour
l’objet postal, une raison pour laquelle ledit objet
postal retourné a été déterminé comme ne pou-
vant être distribué, et une base de données
(512) de règles définissant différentes mesures
correctives pour différents envois ;
et l’appareil comprend, en outre :

un moyen pour lire des informations prove-
nant de chaque dit objet postal retourné
pour déterminer ladite raison ; et
un moyen pour entrer ladite raison détermi-
née dans ledit système informatique.

6. Appareil selon la revendication 5, dans lequel :

le moyen pour le tri à la machine comprend un
moyen pour la lecture par machine d’un code
sur les objets postaux retournés ; et
le code est un code à barres.

7. Appareil selon la revendication 5, comprenant, en
outre :

un moyen pour le balayage par scanner de cha-
que dit objet postal retourné en un premier em-
placement pour produire une image ;
un moyen pour transmettre ladite image jusqu’à
un deuxième emplacement qui est distant dudit
premier emplacement ; et
un moyen pour la lecture d’informations prove-
nant de ladite image en ledit deuxième empla-
cement pour déterminer ladite raison.
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