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Preface



The United States Postal Service is an enigma. We are happy when it does the job it promises—provide mail delivery “to everyone, everywhere.” We extol the tales of postal carriers whose nemesis are dogs but who, during their rounds, will go beyond the call of duty to rescue a dog, cat, or elderly patron. Nevertheless, we are displeased when the Service fails to live up to its promise when the standard of mail delivery is not on par with the ever-increasing costs of mail services. The general public often thinks of the Service as one of the most inefficient government sponsored organizations in the country, with highly paid unskilled and semi-skilled workers. Cartoons, caricatures, comedy skits, and movies reveal glimpses of the organization’s militaristic, autocratic, and bureaucratic structure. Despite the Califano Report which suggests that violence in the Postal Service is neither more frequent nor more horrific than violence in the private sector, many of us hold the image of “going postal” near and dear.[1]

In a sense, this book is about all of the above, and then again it is not. This study is about the ways in which the structure of the organization and the various levels of diversity found within it impacts interpersonal relations among, and life chances of, postal employees. Within the context of diversity studies, this book is an analysis of interpersonal dynamics in a diverse organization; it is, however, more than that. The theoretical approach under girding this research is the Human Relations approach. This approach suggests that organizations can create more productive employees by being aware of how they experience the workplace. Organizational leaders can also do more to create a work climate that workers feel they are a part of rather than just an expendable appendage to a machine, as Karl Marx (1948) suggests. To this end, this book is an intimate portrait, unimaginable to postal patrons, of what it is like to work in an urban postal facility, from the experiences, perspectives, and feelings of postal employees.

When I consider how I came to conduct this study and write this book on diversity in the Postal Service, I think of the opening line of Post Office: A Novel: “It began as a mistake” (Bukowski, 1971). But it is not. The truth of the matter is that the United States Postal Service has been a part of my life for as far back as I can remember. I come from a family of urban postal workers. My mother, both of my siblings, and my husband at some point or another worked for the United States Postal Service. As a young girl, I recall my mother studying her scheme in the early years of mechanization when mail was still mostly sorted manually. At times she sorted her cards into addressed boxes and allowed me to check the cards to identify the cards that were mis-sorted. Meticulously, she always applied herself to these kinds of tasks and to her work in general. Talk of schemes, sorting mail, machines, postal exams and merit awards were all a part of the language I regularly heard at home. As kids, my brother and I went to baseball games, picnics, and other family-oriented events sponsored by the Postal Service or affiliated unions. But everything about the Service was not idyllic for us. 

As the years passed, I began to hear my mother talking, mostly to postal friends on the phone, about troubling experiences she had at work. The circumstances were different but what I witnessed had the same pattern of events. My mother would be upset and exclaim and cry about some situation or another at work. Then she would move to a different tour, work section, or take another postal exam and things would be fine but only for a while. It is only now that I write this that I reclaim the pain I felt at hearing my mother cry, mostly at night, when she thought we were asleep. As I approached my teen years, I became somewhat insensitive to my mother’s postal plights. I would hear her complain about this or that dilemma at work and I would just wait them out, hoping she would once again move to a different work area or tour. As I approached adulthood and these events continued to play out, I recall telling my mother to leave the Postal Service. She explained that she had no skills, which I did not believe for one minute, and could not find another job that would pay as much as the Service.[2] I said, “Just leave and find another job!” She said, “You don’t understand” and remained in the Service until she left disabled several years later. For my mother, the positive aspects of her experiences in the Postal Service, and there were many because I remember her talking about them, were weighed down by the negative ones. 

A decade or more after my mother left the Postal Service, when I was doing preliminary interviews for this project, I asked her if she would do an interview of her postal experiences. She said, “Well, I can’t do that. It’s just too painful to talk about. I don‘t want to remember all of that stuff.” It was then that I came to realize what I did not know when I worked in the Service: The good government job that provided many African Americans (my mother, sister, and I included) with a solid middle class income also made us, and countless others, disillusioned.

Having worked in many different kinds of work settings over the course of my life, I have come to embrace the motto: Everything happens for a reason. As a young woman I did not plan to become a career postal worker when I began working at the Postal Service as a Christmas casual during the winter of 1977. However, like many of my contemporaries, both in and outside of the Service, I had no job prospects and no formidable skills so when the postal exam opened I got the “good government job” talk from my mother and took the exam in 1976. From sorting letters to sorting package to working in various offices, I began working in the Service as a career employee in 1979. From my first day of work to the last, through the good times and the bad, socially I found work in the Postal Service an exciting place to work. It was electrifying. Growing up in the inner city, I had never before lived or worked in such a diverse setting. There were young and old, male and female, white, black, Hispanic and Asian employees in the facilities I worked in. I enjoyed talking with people from different races, social backgrounds, interests, and experiences.

When I was young, I avidly read National Geographic magazines a neighbor passed along to us. As a result, I developed a deep interest in the relationship between environments and culture. While working in the foreign air mail section in the Service, I received the geography lessons I had never learned in school and developed a geographical repertoire that enabled me to engage in some level of informed conversations with people from diverse countries, despite the occasional faux pas. As an African American working in a facility where the majority of the employees were, and still are, people of African descent, I had the best of both worlds in terms of diversity. During the eleven years I worked for the Service, I made a lot of postal acquaintances, “postal friends,” and a few “postal enemies.” Despite many “postal omens,” mostly related to “keeping my mouth shut” and “just doing what I was told,” which portended the limits to which I could make working in the Postal Service a lifelong career, conversations with people who were different from and similar to me were the highlights of my postal days and nights.

By the time I began graduate work at City University Graduate School and Research Center, my life in the Postal Service was ten years behind me. I ended up, however, in the organizational effectiveness program in the Sociology department. As I began taking courses related to organizations and doing research in different kinds of organizational settings, I began to ponder some of the people I met, things I experienced, and events I witnessed while working in the Postal Service. Some of the people I worked with made it in the Service. They were able to move up in the organization and establish middle-class lifestyles. Conversely, some of the employees I met and worked with did not. Then, as destiny would have it, I began writing about them. It was somewhat tempt fate from the beginning as some of my professors encouraged me to do my dissertation on the Postal Service and others professed their reservations about the project. They exclaimed that I was too close to my subject matter: an “insider,”[3] if you will, and that this could result in “me-search” rather than the research I had been trained to do. As I continued to take courses, I grappled with these ideas. In spite of that, the closer I came to writing a research proposal, the exigencies of a decision encouraged me to do some preliminary research on the Postal Service. 

In the late 1990s, having a somewhat simplistic view of organizations, I did not know what I was looking for but thought of my work-to-be as a socio-historical study of African American postal workers. However, all I could find in the literature were annual and subcommittee reports, documents related to appropriations, human resources, and mail designations. These were not very helpful. I found books, reports, and studies of black entertainers, scientists, and conductors, to name a few. With the exception of a few out of print memoirs, I could not find any formal studies of African American postal workers.[4] The most comprehensive history of African Americans, From Slavery to Freedom, in its eighth edition had only one reference to the “Post Office Department” (2000). I was shocked by the dearth of information available on my subject matter since the Service played a significant role in providing employment opportunities, and upward mobility, for black Americans since the Reconstruction. As my research progressed, I became convinced that this story needed to be told, but my mentors encouraged me to conduct a study that included the experiences of diverse groups rather than just those of African Americans because the Postal Service is one of the oldest, largest, and most diverse organizations in the country.[5] 

As I began doing the research in 2000, I felt overwhelmed by the sheer enormity of the task before me. I was not sure that I was the person who could conduct the analysis and tell the story in the manner I thought would be sensitive to the complexity and culture of the organization and to the experiences of all of the demographic groups involved. This was an important consideration because most of the postal employees that I knew were very reluctant to discuss their experiences in the Service. Even more so, they were somewhat horrified to learn that I intended to write a book. Many expressed their fear that the book would focus on the unbeknownst, but often suspected by the public, “gritty things” related to sex, drugs, and use of alcohol that goes on in the postal facility where the research was conducted. They also feared that the book would ultimately be about race and would portray black people poorly because they are the majority of the employees in the facility. Nonetheless, I moved forward with the research resolute that I would conduct my analysis and report my findings as accurately as possible; the good, the bad, and everything in between and not demonize or angelicize any particular person or demographic group. Getting postal employees to participate in the study was only the beginning of the journey. I also needed to situate my research within a framework which included but moved beyond theories of race, class, and gender.

Decades of research conducted by organizational theorists and practitioner have several streams. The literature tends to focus on the levels of diversity, pros and cons of diversity, “managing diversity,” and diversity training. These works have in common, explicitly and implicitly, the idea that diversity causes conflicts in organizations. I did not want this study to support this line of research but rather to broaden the discussion such that it examines interpersonal dynamics in a diverse organization and the mitigating factors, structurally, demographically, and interpersonally, which contributes to social interaction among employees. Another issue that I had to consider as I approached this study is that in the twentieth century, the Service was one of the first federal agencies to hire women and in the post-civil rights era African Americans are over-represented in postal positions. Their presence in urban postal facilities throughout the country is so high that it has been suggested that the Postal Service, as a public sector employer, is more tolerant of diversity than private sector employers. As such, Waldinger (1999) theorized that African Americans have developed an ethnic niche in the Postal Service. The extent to which this theory can be applied to the federal government and to the Postal Service in particular is questionable because it refers to the development of ethnic niches in the private sector. In the modern multicultural society that characterizes the United States, inclusion of diverse groups is organizationally functional in all employment sectors but not necessarily indicative of a tolerant work environment. African Americans and historically disadvantaged groups find public sector employment, such as the Postal Service, attractive because it offers the kinds of employment protections, both federal and civil service, which insulates them from blatant acts of overt discrimination at the hiring, compensation, and promotion queues. Thus, over-representation of people of African descent is not necessarily indicative of an ethnic niche, as it has been conceptualized by Waldinger (1999). Social networks, which contributed to the influx of first and second-generation immigrants into the private sector, are not very effective due to civil service provisions in the public sector. Minimally educated groups, for which blacks are overrepresented in urban environments, must pass the civil service examination in order to secure employment in the Postal Service.

Diversity in the Service is paradoxical at many different levels, notwithstanding high levels of inclusion of people of color and women in its workforce over the past few decades. This makes an already complex bureaucracy even more difficult to accurately assess diversity. First, under the Postal Reorganization Act of 1970, the Postal Service was removed as a branch of the government and became an agency of the government; it is a self sufficient organization which has not received taxpayer funds, with the exception of loans from the U.S. Treasury in more recent years, since the early 1980s. In effect, it is a public for-profit organization that functions on the edges of both the public and the private sector which contributes to a pull factor for women and racial ethnics. For these groups, the pull towards postal employment, particularly in urban areas, is significant because it offers employees protective policies and unions which are largely absent, ambiguous, or weak in the private sector. However, the Service is also a for-profit organization competing, at least theoretically, for quality laborers. This paradox, it is suspected, contributes to an organizational culture that has a paradoxical, and thus, problematic, orientation towards its employees. On the one hand, employees are viewed as expendable because employment depends on the civil service examination and not based on “qualifications.” On the other hand, the organization has to do its utmost to get these employees, who they perceive as “mostly unwanted” in the private sector to commit themselves to the goals of the organization. Postal officials are increasingly weary over the drain of resources utilized by the Service to terminate employees who have passed the probationary period, due to protective policies and unions. The result of these concerns is that the Service, which was militaristic from its inception, has exponentially increased an emphasis on rules and regulations. In turn, or perhaps, in response, employees tend to be keenly aware of issues related to fairness, favoritism, and access to resources. These concerns fluctuate based on the level of diversity found in a facility or district. Thus, a major focus of this study is the ways in which perceptions of demographic inequaties contributes to poor interpersonal dynamics in a public-private sector organization.

The Postal Service, following centuries of exclusionary and discriminatory practices that limited the number of African American and women postal employees, is now one of the largest and most diverse organizations in the country. Its racial structure, not surprisingly, is still predominantly white at the top levels of the organization; paradoxically, however, diversity in the Service is geographically skewed. In addition to holding jobs at the low and mid-levels of the organization, people of color and women, are highly over-represented in urban and inner city postal facilities. Accordingly, I conducted this research at an urban mail processing facility. This site was chosen because it is a large facility which employees over three thousand employees and operates, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. The majority of the employees in the facility (approximately 65 percent) are African Americans. However, since this study is specifically about perceptions of race, social class, and gender relations, I purposefully included male and female participants from a diverse range of racial characteristics—black, white, Asian, and Hispanic postal workers. I also interviewed, formally and informally, supervisors and nonsupervisors, people with different education and class backgrounds, different age categories, and numbers of years with the organization. I conducted several observations at a large urban mail processing facility at different times of the day and days of the week. I scheduled my visits with a tour guide, as it became extremely difficult to gain access to postal facilities since the terrorist and anthrax incidents following September 11, 2001. The demographic makeup of urban postal employees varies according to the local hiring pool but these facilities are, like the site I utilized, predominated by racial ethnics and women. 

I believe that examination of one urban site was sufficient for understanding the context of the paradoxes of diversity in urban postal facilities because I also utilized postal documents, postal and union newsletters, and postal correspondence sent to employees and supervisors. These sources of data illuminate the structural, cultural, and ideology in the organization as these relate to labor-management relations, the work climate, and organizational successes, failures, and continuing struggles with diversification of its national workforce. It is also the case that because of the racialized structure of the Service, even in urban facilities that are predominated by one racial group, there are work areas that are integrated (a mixture of races and genders), some that are resegregated (the majority of the employees are one race/gender), and some where employees are found in token representation (the few among the many). All of the above have implications for interpersonal relations among postal employees.

As the racial group with the longest and disproportionately large presence in the Service, diversity and lack of diversity in urban postal facilities is a serious problem for African American postal employees. Persistent racial discrimination and the absence of protective policies in the private sector, maintains their dependence on federal employment and on the Postal Service, in particular. In the bureaucratic structure and autocratic, impersonal, culture of the Service these employees are more likely than not to hold positions in the lower rungs of the opportunity structure with little to no opportunity for upward mobility. Since the 1970 Post Office reorganization, white postal employees have fled inner city facilities for newer and less diverse facilities in the suburbs and rural areas. Postal employees of color—men and women—have been left behind to compete with each other for organizational resources. This phenomenon grows more complex as African American postal employees are competing with white postal employees who have remained in urban facilities, with more recently hired postal employees from other racial ethnic demographic groups, and with each other for access to jobs, promotions, and other kinds of postal opportunities. 

As indicative of facilities in most major urban centers, since the late 1960s, most of the employees in the facility where this study was conducted are African Americans. By virtue of their sheer numbers, they can be found at all levels of the occupational structure in the facility. They are most likely to be found and cluster around occupations that have been continuously downsized by technological innovations in mail processing. In addition, African Americans, and to some extent all men and women of color, experience a perpetual state of fear of losing their postal jobs as influential politicians and the public have been calling for privatization of the Service for the past several decades. It is also the case that African American postal employees are deeply concerned as they witness the increase of Latinos and Asians postal employees, the recruitment of initial level supervisors from the private sector through the Associate Supervisor Program (ASP), and a high turnover among new and younger African American postal employees. To varying degrees, depending on the demographic variables involved, fear of losing jobs is part of the culture of the organization. Fear of losing jobs is as real to postal employees as actually losing them. By no means the beginning of this kind of persistent fear of losing work, I recall that in the early 1980s we were constantly informed by postal officials and managers, implicitly and explicitly, that our jobs could and, in fact, would be replaced by machinery. This axiom, which reached the point of religiosity by the 1990s, was consistently used to motivate employees to work harder and more efficiently. The idea was that if you worked hard in your calling, you would be among the anointed or, if you will, continuously appointed ones. 

Consequently, this study of diversity in an urban facility examines both the organizational (macro level) and interpersonal (micro level) context of race, class, and gender relations in this workplace. It does not suggest, however, that diversity causes conflicts among postal employees but that diversity significantly impacts how and the extent to which the conflicts, which manifest at the inter- and intra-group levels, are negotiated. This has implications for the extent to which individuals and groups can access organizational resources and opportunities. In turn, upward mobility within the organizational opportunity structure impacts social mobility within the society’s stratification system. When all things are considered, the United States Postal Service sorts more than letters. It sorts lives. Race, social class, and gender relations in the workplace have everything to do with the extent to which individuals and groups can gain access to postal employment. These variables have implication for where people find themselves once they gain access as well as for retention and opportunities for promotion in the Service. This sorting effect, in turn, has implications for the life chances of employees and their possibilities for mobility in the larger society.

With so few contemporary qualitative studies of the workplace, I came to conduct this study for practical reasons. Simply put, this is not a social psychological study although it does disclose the perceptions and attitudes of postal employees. The intent of the study is to give voice to the experiences of postal employees, thereby validating them. This is important because many workers, not just postal employees, feel voiceless, alienated, and disempowered by their on the job experiences. For personal and professional reasons, I also conducted this study for the Service. Ultimately, I hope that, in some small way, this study can contribute to making the postal work environment more open and fairer to employees with much less regard for race, social class, and gender so that it enables more employees to thrive in the workplace and to actualize their life chances in society.

NOTES

 1. The Califano Report (2000) studied attitudes and violence in the workplace by comparing their prevalence in the Postal Service and private sector. “Going postal” refers to the incidents of mass murders committed by postal employees in postal facilities which began in the 1980s.

 2. As a woman who worked all of her life to raise three children on her own I rebelled against everything my mother told me as I became an adolescent. However, I never lost respect for her drive for perfectionism in everything she did. Although I was aware she did not go to college, I was always impressed to the point of awe at how hard she worked to achieve the things she did in her work and life. This is probably the one thing my siblings and I can agree on: My mother taught all of us, through her example, to work hard and to embrace knowledge.

 3. An “insider” is someone who is considered a member of the community, for instance, that they are researching. It is assumed that one can miss vital information about the community by being a member of it.

 4. A more recent postal memoir: Christian, Raymond C. 2005. It Still Exists—A True Story of Racism in the United States Postal Service.

 5. When I began this research in 1999-2000, the organization had close to 900,000 employees; the number of postal employees nationwide has decreased to 650,000 in early 2009.


Chapter One

Introduction

“We Work for the Post Office: Can’t Stop ‘til We Get Enough!”



The demographic character of the United States workforce has been shifting rapidly in recent years. As racial ethnic minorities make up an ever larger proportion of the workforce, executives and administrators in many kinds of enterprises are grappling with how to “manage” a more diverse workforce, and how to constructively cope with the complexities of group identities, employee perceptions, and the culture of the modern workplace. The Postal Service is a workplace that has employed an extraordinarily diverse and varied workforce for many years. In the post civil-rights era, the Service has taken a leading role in managing a diverse workforce, seeking to acknowledge and honor the different groups and cultures represented among its workforce, looking for ways to motivate its employees, to create a sense of fairness and belonging, and to minimize inter-personal and inter-group conflicts. Its efforts to attain these goals have been mixed, however, as I show in this detailed portrait of race, social class, and gender relations in an urban postal sorting facility.

Speculation about the United States Postal Service abound. Yet, the average American does not know much about the organization. For the most part, as long as our mail is delivered in a timely and unrifled manner and postal employees are not killing cats in the basement of the local post office or “going postal,” we do not particularly care. Without a doubt, the Postal Service is not Zappos.com with its strong customer- and employee-friendly corporate culture and a CEO who earns a salary that is much in line with the salary of the average employee. We oft think of the Postal Service as just another overblown bureaucracy which thrives on rationalism, efficiency, and inequality. The Service, however, is not like any other organization in the country! The United States Postal Service is as paradoxical as any organization could be. It is a public sector organization which operates as a for-profit private business. Unlike the military, since 1971, the Service is no longer a branch of the federal government but is subsidized by it. Similar to the armed services, however, the Postal Service has an authoritative, militaristic, and rules-driven culture. It is also the case, according to postal employees, that cronyism, nepotism, and favoritism prevails in the organization. The Postal Service, with conciliatory urgings which predate the Reconstruction Era, is one of the most diverse national organizations in the country. Contradictorily, however, most of its diversity is confined to urban areas. In these facilities, it is not uncommon to find that 85 percent or more of the employees are working class people of color (African Americans and people of African descent, Hispanic Americans, and Asian Americans) and women who have increasingly limited opportunities to get postal positions, tenure, and promotions. These postal paradoxes contribute to a kind of sifting and sorting of demographic groups into very different organizational experiences, opportunities, and life chances. The inequities that urban postal employees
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