Post-fil-A
by
Eyes Right 
Burke, VA – There is a remarkably busy Chick-fil-A restaurant here.  Of course, the “remarkably busy” qualifier is redundant whenever associated with Chick-fil-A – I have never seen one that is not crazy busy.   The popularity of this chain of fast food “chicken joints” has skyrocketed for two reasons:  the food products served are extremely tasty (some say addictive) and the service is unparalleled in the food industry.  The servers are generally young and well-mannered.  They have been schooled to say “My pleasure” reflexively to anything you say to them.  

But what is most intriguing is the way the management of each of these establishments has adapted to the ongoing COVID pandemic.  The inside seating areas, at least in this region, have been closed, making drive-through the only option.  So, managers have moved large numbers of staff outside to take orders from double drive-through lanes and to bring food to the vehicles of those who have pre-ordered online.  The service remains fast and courteous with the line of vehicles moving at a fast rate.
None of this information about Chick-fil-A is news to those who are fortunate to have these franchises in their area.  I mention it only to contrast their performance with that of my local Post Office.

If there ever was a polar opposite of Chick-fil-A, it is the Post Office.  My local branch, 22152 zip code, is  open only 9 to 5 on weekdays and on Saturday it is 9 to 2.  They are closed on Sundays (as is Chick-fil-A due to the religious convictions of the owners – it is a privately held company)..  There is an automated machine inside most Post Office branches for use during closed hours, but, at 22152  it is frequently not working.  Even before the height of the holiday mailing season, the time to wait in line for a clerk was usually at least 10 minutes.  Today, with many customers wanting to mail packages for the holidays, the wait was over 45 minutes.  Although there are four windows to conduct business at this location, only two had clerks.   One of the handles on the front door has been broken for over a year.  I have grown tired of asking to talk to the Postmaster here about the handle.  She keeps telling me that it is “a special handle” and that they are having problems procuring a replacement.  The bushes in front of the parking area are trimmed infrequently and usually look terrible.  Litter surrounding the building is removed even less often.  The postal clerks are not hostile, but they are also not overly friendly.  I have never heard one say, “My pleasure” or anything remotely comparable as they circle the bottom of the receipt asking me to go online to critique their service.  I do so regularly, but have never received any feedback  Oh, the Postmaster’s reaction to seeing me (again) is now always hostile.
I could continue with complaints about the Post Office, but the comparison with Chick-fil-A is stark.  For starters, Chick-fil-A is open when customers want to use it (except for Sundays), not when it is convenient for management.  Customers are treated with an understanding that they are the only reason that the business is open.  If there is a surge in customers, additional employees are brought in to handle the situation (e.g., opening another cash register when customers were ordering inside, pre-COVID).  And I have never found a front handle broken.
The cause for this dramatic difference between a visit to the Post Office and a stop at a Chick-fil-A goes beyond the usual explanation of a public entity vs. private enterprise.  It is certainly not the pay of the employees….postal clerks average approximately $60,000 in pay per year in addition to generous benefits and a retirement plan, while  Chick-fil-A youngsters receive just over minimum wage.  So, it comes down to management and culture.  I doubt that many Postmasters are fired or even reprimanded for the performance of their Post Office.   This acceptance of poor service obviously filters down to the postal clerks.
I realize that notwithstanding my continued criticism, nothing will change.  Nada.  Zippo.

But it does feel good to rant.  My dream, of course, is to wake up in a world where the Post Office has become Post-fil-A.  Don’t hold your breath.
I thought you might like to know.
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