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TOGETHER 
PREPARE 

+ 

Bizarre postal bonding 
Goofy games cost public millions as stamp prices soar 

By DOUGLAS FEIDEH 
DAILY NEWS STAFF WRITER 

W.ASHINGTON - They bark like a pack of 
dogs, quack like-a fiock at dn.cb and hiss 
li1ce a nest of vipers. 

They wrap ea.ch other frolb head to toe in 
toilet paper and. aluminium foil 8lld pipe 
cleaners. 

They build saDdcastles and gingerbread. 
houses and practice piclcing up oranges 
while blindfolded. 

The8e are the profe&rional auditnl'8 and 
investigators who police the United Stllte8 
Postal Serrice. 

.PosbJ Impec:tDr Gateral 
Karla Corcoran ts lifted by 
500 postal "'orkers at 
conlerma lut year lD 
Washington. 

The mission of the USPS Office of InspectDr General is to make the mail 
more efficient and cost-effective by rooting out waste, fraud. abus and 
mismanagement. 

Yet hundreds ofIGstaffer~ have been taking part in bizarre bonding and 
team-building exercises and playing goofy games that bum up millions of 
dollars - and appear to do little or nothing tn ca:rb postal inefficiencies, a 
Dacy News i.avest:igption fmmd.. 

Al; stamp prices and postal d.dicits soared aver the past ~w ycai:s, the 
agencyl s well-paid. highly trained employees got a lesson in scat singing, 
took an outing to a racetrack - and delived. into the history of the Civil War 
dnring a $roo,ooo retreat to tbe battlefield a~ Gettysburg. 
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On USPS time. they've com11osed Christtnas carols, belted out 'We Are ,, 
Family• at sing- alougs, conducted moeJc trials in which witnesses were 
paraded before a judge and jury- and played children's games like follow 
the leader. 

Under the supervision of Post.al Inspector General Karla Corconm. civil 
serwn:ts have been paid to emit anhnal sounds emba.Ik on treasure nunls, 
d.re.s5 in cat cost:wnes aDd seek the coa:nsel of make-believe wiz.a.rds, 
magicians and mad sclentim at mass gache~ of the 11110.rkfotte. 

They"1'e been jetting into the capital from 15 field offices around the nation. 
for •annnal recognition conferences" that celebrate the organi2ation and 
its values. The tab for the last three coDfabs: $3.6 million, including 
plan~ andsalaiy costs. 

At one such Cilellt, at the Rcnais.sa])N'! Washillgt.on D.C. Hotel in.Jannary 
2.002, a blindfolded. and barefoot Corcoran was swaddled in a blue blanket 
and hoisted into the air above a hotel ballroom on colored ropes and 
~ man:ipolated. by some 500 of her 725 employees. 

The point of lifting the 'OOss skyward: To show that by working toget:h.e:r as 
a team, they collld accomplish a task that would have been impossible to 
perform alone. 

$n7 m:il)jon 

Who fucm th bill for these 5henanigan s? Yon do. Every penny of the IG's 
$u.7 million. annual budget comes from the st:ainp-buying public. 

"Each ti.me. your Aunt Minnie sticb a 37-eent st.amp on an envelope, she's 
funding an agencythat's afftrack, offm~1 offmmion - and olfits 
rocker," said.Le15lie Paige, vice pre&deut of Citizens .Agahigt Govetnment 
Waste, whiclt tracks the misspending of public funds. 

So ainc.h ~time, energy e.nd money has been consmned in retreats, 
conferences, picnics, parties and game-playing, team-boildi:og outings that 
the mancl.ale t.o f:eiret out USPS ineptitnde has taken a. back scat. a do2.en 
current and funner employees told The News. 

'Touchy-feely bonding exercises, management retreats atfirst-dass hotels 
and annual celduatory events all divert resources that eould be bette+ 
invested in audits and in.Vf!Stiga:tio.D.!," said Debra Ritt, the agency's fonner 
No. 1 attdit.or. 

After some so past and present staffers approached Sen.ate Finance 
Committee. Chairman Cb.uck. Gra.ssley with allegations of waste and 
miml.an.agement, the Iowa Republican laWJched a probe ofCorcor.m'.sm­
year tenure as ID. 

"I qoestion. ~spending tens of thousands of dollars for an afternoon 
of treasure bunting sets the gold standard. for prudence, 1r Grassley told The 
NelQ. The .President's Council on Integrity and Efficiency wh:icli polices 
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the federal inspector-general coin.m:anity, also is probing the aileg.ation.5. 

Keeping nnun 

Corcoran, who has run the office since it was created in i 997> refused 
interview requests over a three-week period. It would be "inapp1.'0pnate." 
to comment, a spokeswoman said, while the investigation is going on.. 

Th $i42.soo-a-year IG -..:. a veteraD of fonne.r VICe President Al Gore's 
rein~~ initiative - serves at the pleasure of the USPS 
Board of Go\remors and is in the last year af a seven-year term. 

In written responses to questioil5, the agency said its audits and probes of 
postal operatioDs have identified$~ billion in potential, projected and 
actual sa11i.ogs dnrlng the past six years_ 

Its team--and-leadership de¥elopment: programs mim>r those offered. by 
oorpora.te giants and consume only minhnal resources, officials claim.. 
11iey help workets learn more about each other and them.selves, so they 
can discover novel ways to think and work together. 

nu~ exercises also teach acceptance of five o::>re wo:rkplace valnes that the 
agency instills in all staffers: t:eamwo:rk, leadership. communication, 
creativity and conceptualization - better known in IG parlance as '"TLC3." 

W:r:app:ing people in. tnilet papel', for instanct; displayed. teani.woik; 
building sandcastles showed c::reativity; mimicking animals invoh-ed 
conceptualization. Besides, said agency pokeswoma:n Laura Whitaker, 
when "fun and humor" are ~trd into the workplace, people become 
more productive and creative and absenteeism and downtim plummet. 

Fon and hwnor, however, is not bow ex-em.playees such as J ohh Rooney, a 
former 5pecial ass.i.!ta.r:rt to Corcoran, describe the o.rgan.i&ltion. 

"We were fo~ced to play siD:ygames, bnild gingetbrea.d houses and sing 
songs pi:aising Karla, and.I found. the whole thing ruunmating. 
demorali2ing and nonproductive,• .Rooney said. 

Adds Ritt, "Auditors tend 1D be private, analytical and conseJVative. 
Mating them idngto large gofl{1S, mate and give restimonials shows a lack 
of respect tin their proiPAsicmalism " 

As for "TLC3," employees say it's an agency obsession. In E-mail message 
obtained byl'be News, theY'm been told to play a ''values game• and 
embark on. a "valll.e.'l jomney'' th.at uses zany clues to test their TI..C3 lQ_ 

'We never really focused on how we could m.ak:c the Postal Service better 
because we were always focused on how much we loved TLC3, • said Billy 
Sauls; the ap.cy's former txJp investigator. 

Among the games the office af inspector general plays: 

htm://www .nvrl::i;lvnew !u.om/03-{)q-2003/newalwn. reoort/storv/65 6820-61201 c.hlml 3/1 012003 
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• TI..C3-by-the-Sea. 

In freezing temperatures, 50 managers on their hands and knees built 
sand.castles on.a beach in Ocean City, Md_, in November ~ooo . It was one 
event in a week~long, team-building retreat. Cost: $35 coo. 

Atafuar-&yconfurence at a Wasbingtnnbotd.inJannaiy200J., (>so 
employees sang "We Are Family)" perlonned.skits like "E~lntiou of the 
Values0 a.n,d wore colored dots that represented personality traits. Cost 
$1.2 mi1tion, indnding $97,000 for planning,. $ WJ,000 tO .fly people ill. 
from 1.5 field. offices and $126,ooo to lodge them. 

• Pari111utuel Wagering. 

At a management.committee retreat in Shepherdstown, W.Va., in spring 
2001, a motivational speat.ertaught •emotional intelligence" and e;cecs"bet 
on siJnnlcast horse tacing at 1he nearby Tri-St.ate Gl:eyb.ound Paik.. 

The racetrack trip was "completely personal, non.mandatory and an after- , 
hour activity," Whitaker said. But managers, who bet with their own · 
money, said. they were ~to a:tten.d. Co6t of tetreat: $ u,500. not 
counting salaries. 

• FuD.-BodyWrap. 

At a so-called Snmmerfest for the Denver field office in a park in Aurora. 

Cola., in 2001, two dot.en~ wrapped each other :from head to toe in 
toilet paper, alrnninjnm foil, 5traWB and pipe clean.en;. 

• Boosting the Bou. 

At the three-day "annual recognition conference" in W ash:i:ngton in 
Janwuy 2002, employees bTZilt rents out of newspa~, bopscotr.hed 
across a ballroom on .squares labeled with TI..C3 values, leaxoed. scat 

singing and hoist.ed Corcoran aloft. Cost: $1.3 million for 698 attendees, 
including $192,000 in transportation; $u7,ooo in.lodging; $102,000 for 
plaDJ'ling; $8g,ooo for food and beverages; $us,ooo for a prodnction 
company and $32,SOO to Outward BOllnd for the team-building exercises. 

• The Blue and the Gray. 

At a $100, 000 leadet:sbip retreat ill Gettysburg. P.a., in. February 2002. 150 
people tolll:'ed the Civil Wu battle site to learn.1h.e les!ions of Pickett's 
Charge. a famo~lyfailed Confederaoo coanterattB.ck. 

The hatde6eldis a "na.tw:allabacatm:y:for examining leadership and 
d.ecision.-malring, • the agency said. 

Joyce Hausen, foaner director of andit operations for the IG, had a 
different view. "Bonding a.t Gettysburg doesn't enctly set a good example 

http :J lwww .nydailynews.eoml03-09-2003/news/wn. _ reportlsb:lty/65682p-6 l 20 le.html 

,_. 

3/10/2003 



03 / 10 / 03 1 0 : 1 9 p 703 24 2'171 USPS OIG H:Q Rooa 1105 4 !4100s 

NY Daily News - World and National Report - Daily News Investigation.: Bizarre bonding. .. Page 5 of7 

when the Postal Service is $1 billion in debt," .she said. 

• Dog11, Due.ks and 'Wizards. 

At the annual conference in Waahington. at the tkand Hyatt Hotel last 
December, 725 employees we.n.t ou a treasure b.unt to seek clues about 
TLC3 from costumed actors playing a wit.a.rd, magician, dragon, princess 
and mad scien.tist.. 

They used Hawaiian leis to spell out the TI.C3 wlues as different teams 
baxked. q11acbd, waddled, hissed and slithered.. Addressing the canfab 
was self-esteem guru J act c.anfield, author of the Pest-selling "Chiclen 
Soup for the Soul" 

Cost: $1.1. million, including $40,545 fo.r tbe treaslue h.oot. $18,700 b:> pay 
Canfield, $187,000 for transportation. $1.06,ooo fay lodging, $ 109,000 for 
planning, $96,000 for food and drink and $8s,ooo fur a prodnction 
company. 

Said Gnssley, "I-question. ...,Ji.ether an. IG's ofli.cc that fucnses so m.ucb. 
a.tten.tion. on what appears to be flivokms behavior i.s able to provide the 
level of oversight that Americans deserve. " 

.But Karla Co.reoran's spokeswoman ays the USPS watthd.og is not striving 
ta be just one mor.e tnditional ~utal bureanaacy. 

"Some may disagree with our organizational philosophy," said Whitaker. 
''Bat there is no doabt that oar work has had a positive effect on the Postal 
Service's bottosn line.11 

Games Post Office probers play 

• Novc:niber 2000 

Event:: Leadership retreat 
Where: Sheraton Fon~nHote.L Ocean. City, Md. 
Activitiea: Building sandcastles 
Core $3s,ooo 

n J>eeember 2000 

Event Christmas party 
'Where: FortMye:z:, Artingtnn, Va. 
Acti'rities: Si.ngjng carols 
eo.t:N/ A 

• J'anuary 2001 

Event; Fourth Anllual Recognition Conference 
Where: Rena issance Washiugton D.C. Horel 
Ad:iwitie8: Sin~ petfonning skill, wearln.g colored dots 
Cost: $1-2 million 

• Spring 2001 

Event Management com.nrittee retreat 

http :/~ .nydailynews.com/03...Q9-20031nt!ws!wn_reportlstory/65682p-6120 lc.btml 3/1012003 
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'Where: Bavarian Inn, Shepherdstown, W.Va. 
.Adi.vi.ties~ l'ari-mutuel wagering 
Cos~ $i1,500 

• Summer 2001 

Event: Smnmerf:est picnic, headquarters 
Whn-r: FortMcNair, WaehingtnD, D.C. 
A.cti'Vitie.s: Bonding exercises, f:a.sbion show 
Cos~N/A 

• SU1DJ11er 2001 

Evart:: Summeriest picnic, Denver field office 
Where~ Cherry Creek Sta.Ie Pai:k,, .Aurora, Colo. 
Activities: Toilet pa.per, alam.iown foil a.a!i pipe cleaner body wrapping 
c.ost: $535 

• Fail2ooi 
Ew:nt: TraiDin.g ilnd plB nning 6al8ioo. 
Where: William F. 'Sol.get USJ>S c.ente:r fOI Leadership Development, 
Potomac, Md. 
Aeti.vities; Cb.il.dren.111 ~"Can I Come to the .Parcy?" 
Cost~N/A 

• D~2001 
Ew:nt: Winterfest Christmas party 
Where: FortMyer,Arli:ngton, Va. 
Adivities: .Building gingerbread ho11Ses 
eo.t:N/A 

• Janwu-y 2002 

Event: F1fth. Annual Recognition Confm:ence 
Where: Bwaissance Washington D.C. Hotel 
Activities: Sc.at singing, hoisting blindf.olded Impector General Karla 
Co.rx:or.a.n. aloft 
Cost: $L3 million 

• February 2002 

Event: Leade.mhip retreat 
Where-: F.iseDhower lnn. 8t Conference Center, Gettysburg, Pa. 
Adivities: Sta.dying Civil War history 
Cost: $100,000 

• Summer 2002 

Evcn1: Swnmel:fest picnic,~ 
Where: Andrews Air Force Base, Camp Springs. Md­
AetiYl!k:$:- A " Jeopardy"-style game 
Col!Jb N/A 

• Som.mcr2002 

Ew:n1: summerfest pi.cni«? Deaver field office 
Where: Dedisse-~ Mouutain Park, Evez:green. Colo . 
.Acti.~: A blindfolded version of "Follow the Lea.ckr" 
Cost:N/A 
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• Dcccmhrr 2 .002 
Event Sixth Annual Recognition Collference 
Where: Grand Hyatt Hotel, Washington 
Ac1ivities: Treasure aunt, animal mimicking 
Cost: $1.1 m.illion 

Originallypublbhed on March 9 , 2.003 
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? What do you think? Post your comments on our .Eorums. 
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