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Executive summary

For a high-volume operation shipping lightweight, residential parcels, USPS earned its place as the default
carrier. The logic held up: small, light packages priced on weight and destination zone, without the residential
and minimum-package charges some national carriers attach. For years, that made the post office the lowest
cost for this kind of volume, and choosing it was the rational call.

That calculation has changed. Postal rates have climbed, and a surcharge now applies to USPS packages
for the first time. Moreover, most high-volume operations reach USPS through an aggregator, and that
discount only goes so low. Adding volume will not push it lower. At the same time, regional and last-mile
economy carriers — including gig carriers such as GoFo, OnTrac, and DashLink — have expanded their
coverage and moved into residential e-commerce in earnest, putting a genuinely lower-cost option within
reach for the right operation in the right regions.

+7.8% +8% 16 oz

Average Ground Advantage rate First-ever parcel surcharge in Rate now paid by every parcel
increase USPS history under a pound

This white paper explains what changed and why it matters for one identifiable class of sender:

High daily volume

A lightweight residential package profile

USPS as the current default

Destinations that cluster inside a regional carrier's footprint

It walks through the cost structure that decides the outcome and names the conditions under which an

alternative carrier wins.

None of these rules out USPS. However, for many senders that fit this profile, an alternative carrier can beat
USPS pricing. The point is that the answer is no longer a given. The only way to know is to examine the
operation's own shipping data.
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The case USPS earned

For high-volume lightweight residential shipping, USPS became the default carrier for a straightforward
reason: on this class of package, it had the lowest cost. Two features of the postal model account for that.

The first is how the rate is built. A small, light parcel is priced based on two variables — weight and
destination zone — with fewer add-on charges that would otherwise raise the cost of moving low-weight
packages. A four-ounce order to a home address was rated on that weight-and-zone basis, and for an
operation sending featherweight parcels by the thousands each day, a rate structure that is that simple and
predictable produces a meaningful cost advantage during growth.

157.8M 6 days

Residential addresses USPS delivered to A week the route already stops at nearly every door

The second is delivery reach. In fiscal year 2025, USPS delivered to 157.8 million residential addresses, and,
under its universal-service obligation, it reached nearly every one of them at least six days a week. Because
the network already stops at each door daily, the marginal cost of adding one more lightweight parcel to the
route is minimal. This is the structural basis on which USPS is priced below UPS and FedEx on the lightest,
lowest-value, home-bound orders: those carriers recover residential delivery as a separate cost, while for
USPS the route is already in place.

Together, these two features determined the outcome. A high-volume operation could route thousands of
light, home-bound parcels through USPS, reach a low per-package cost at national scale, and do so without
negotiating a contract. For an operation matching that profile, USPS was the rational default.

That reach remains in place. What has changed is the cost of using it, and the range of carriers that can now
deliver the same parcel for less.
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From B2B to B2C: How the Market Was Remade

The postal advantage did not happen in a vacuum. It grew as the parcel market itself was remade around the
kind of package USPS handles best.

For most of the 20th century, the parcel business moved goods between companies. In 1985, business-to-
consumer shipments were only about a tenth of the market; the rest was freight that was traveling between
warehouses, suppliers, and stores, and networks and pricing were designed for that work.

The U.S. parcel market shifted from B2B to B2C
Share of U.S. parcel volume, 1985-2025
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Source: ShipMatrix, 2025 U.S. Domestic Parcel Market Report

E-commerce turned the model around. As online retail grew through the 2000s and accelerated during the
COVID-19 pandemic, volume moved steadily toward the home. By 2025, business-to-consumer parcels had
climbed from 10% to 75% of the market. The typical parcel today is a single lightweight item bound for a

doorstep — fewer than 5% of these consumer parcels weigh more than 50 pounds.

For a time, this played directly to the postal system's strength: the market was reorganizing itself around
exactly the parcel USPS priced best — light, low-value, and residential. A segment growing this large and
this specific also drew in a new class of carrier, leaner and residential-first, built for the modern parcel from

the ground up.

Those carriers have moved into that room quickly. In 2025 alone, alternative-carrier volume rose 13% to 2.6
billion parcels. The field now competing with USPS for lightweight residential parcels exists because the

market called for it.
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A market under pressure

For years, the case for USPS held because nothing around it moved. The postal option was cheap, the
alternatives were thin, and a high-volume operation had little reason to look past the default. That stability is
gone. Several developments have converged over a short span. While none would be decisive on their own,
together they have changed the calculation that once made USPS the automatic answer.

The postal option costs more than it did

The first pressure comes from USPS itself, where three changes in a single year have raised the cost of the
postal option, the last of them landing directly on the lightest parcels.

» A 7.8% rate increase. In January 2026, USPS raised USPS Ground Advantage — the service most
lightweight residential parcels move on — by an average of 7.8%. It was a permanent, across-the-board
increase to the base rates of the core service this segment depends on.

» Afirst-ever surcharge. Months later, USPS added the first surcharge on packages in its history — a
temporary 8% increase applied to Ground Advantage and other competitive package services, in effect
from April 26, 2026, through January 17, 2027. This fee now must be added to the base rate and applied
uniformly across weights and zones.

» The end of sub-pound pricing. Effective July 12, 2026, USPS eliminated ounce-based pricing on its
published Commercial Ground Advantage rates. A featherweight order that once paid a rate scaled to its
few ounces now pays the same rate as a package just under a pound. USPS also tightened its
dimensional-weight formula to match industry standards. Of the three changes, this is the one that falls
most heavily on lightweight, high-volume parcels.

DATE EVENT THE DETAIL THAT MATTERS

Jan 18, 2026 USPS Ground Advantage +7.8% average on the service this segment ships on
annual increase

Apr 26, 2026 First-ever parcel surcharge Temporary +8% on Ground Advantage and other
package services; runs through Jan 17, 2027

Jul 12, 2026 Sub-pound pricing eliminated Published Commercial Ground Advantage: parcels
under 1 Ib now bill at the ~16 oz rate; DIM divisor
tightened 166 — 139
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USPS says the surcharge is temporary and notes that, even with it, postal rates remain below UPS and
FedEx. What matters for this segment is the pattern rather than any single line item: the service lightweight
residential parcels depend on now carries a compounding set of increases, and a carrier long known for
simple, predictable pricing has begun adopting the surcharge and dimensional-weight mechanics from which
it once stood apart. For an operation sending thousands of these parcels a day, these increases quickly grow
into a materially higher annual cost.

The alternatives are no longer a gamble

The second pressure comes from the other side of the decision. As the postal option grew more expensive,
the field of carriers that can replace it grew larger, stronger, and more widely used.

85% — 61% 2.6B 90%+

Share held by the largest Alternative-carrier parcels in Of high-volume operations now
established carriers, pre- 2025, up 13% in a single year run more than one last-mile
pandemic to 2025 carrier

* Volume is moving. Alternative carriers have moved from the margins toward the mainstream, posting
the largest single-year volume gain in the U.S. parcel market. As they have grown, the combined share
held by the country's largest established carriers — USPS among them — has fallen from roughly 85%
before the pandemic to 61% in 2025.

» The field has matured. The regional and last-mile economy carriers absorbing that volume are no
longer thin, single-region operations. The largest now reach roughly three-quarters of U.S. shoppers,
with the coverage, tracking, and reliability that once separated the biggest carriers from everyone else.
This includes gig carriers, such as OnTrac, GoFo, and DashLink. These carriers cover between 70% and
80% of USPS customers.

» Single-carrier dependence has become the bigger risk. More than 90% of high-volume operations
now use a mix of last-mile carriers, and nearly a third use four or more (AlixPartners 2026 Home Delivery
Survey). A single-carrier operation absorbs every rate increase, every surcharge, and every peak-season
capacity constraint with no way to route around them. What once looked like the safe default now carries
the most risk.

Individually, any one of these forces could be absorbed. Together, they close off the assumption that once
justified, leaving the question unexamined: that USPS was the cheapest option. That's no longer
automatically true, which makes the real question a practical one — whether a given operation's own volume
fits the alternatives now within reach.
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The aggregator ceiling

The postal limit is more noticeable once you see how a high-volume operation reaches USPS in the first
place. Very few reach it directly. Most buy postage through a shipping platform or aggregator — a service
that has pre-negotiated USPS commercial pricing and resells it to the businesses shipping through it. It is the
standard, sensible way to move volume at scale, and it delivers a real discount: an aggregator's rate is below
the retail price of the same parcel at a post office counter.

That model works, right up to the point where an operation wants to do better. This is where the postal option
stops being prudent.

July 2026 changed the course. When USPS eliminated sub-pound pricing on its published Commercial
Ground Advantage rates, the companies using those rates absorbed the increase in full. The featherweight
parcel was repriced to the near-pound rate. Customers with individually negotiated USPS rates were
exempted. The published rate proved to be more than a floor that volume could not lower. It was a floor
USPS could raise — and it raised it on precisely the businesses that had no negotiated contract to

shield them.

Volume does not affect the published rate

The discount an aggregator passes along is not a rate built for any one operation. USPS commercial pricing
is a published list, the same for every qualifying business, and the platforms that resell it reach the best
available tier by pooling many businesses' volume together. What any single company pays is that shared,
published rate.

For a growing business, this carries a consequence that often goes unnoticed until someone looks for it:

* Growth earns nothing. Doubling daily volume does not lower the per-package postal cost. The rate is
the rate whether an operation ships 500 parcels a day or 5,000.

» There is no volume reward. A directly negotiated carrier contract improves as a company grows. The
aggregator rate holds flat regardless of how much volume moves through it.

* The savings are capped on day one. Whatever discount the platform's commercial rate represents is
close to the full extent of availability.
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No one on the other side of the table

The rate is only part of the problem. The deeper issue is the absence of anyone to negotiate it with. For an
operation in this segment, USPS functions as a price list accessed through a middleman, with no
counterparty at the table. Companies that go looking for a better postal deal find there is none to be had —
no account partner working the numbers, no room to trade volume for a lower rate. The published price is the
offer, and the offer does not change. A business that asks for one is not negotiating a hard bargain; it is
discovering there was never a negotiation to have.

This is the reverse of how an alternative carrier operates. A regional, last-mile economy carrier, or gig carrier
competing for volume, has every reason to come to the table: it wants the parcels, and it will price a direct
contract to win them. There is a counterparty with an incentive to make the numbers work — someone on the

other side who values the business enough to earn it.

That distinction is the opportunity. An operation at the best commercial USPS rate its platform offers
concludes, reasonably, that it has found the cheapest way to ship. Instead, it has found the cheapest USPS
shipping method. Those are not the same thing. Meanwhile, a carrier reached through a direct, negotiated
contract is not built that way. Whether an alternative can price below USPS, and for which operations, is the
question the cost structure answers next.

The rate is the rate whether an operation ships 500
parcels a day or 5,000.
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The cost structure of a lightweight parcel

Whether an alternative carrier can beat USPS for a given shipping profile depends on how each rate is
structured. The costs are assembled in fundamentally different ways, and those differences — more than the
headline numbers — decide the outcome.

How the postal cost is built

The postal price for a lightweight residential parcel is a stack of fixed components:

+ A weight-and-zone base rate. The published commercial rate for USPS Ground Advantage, set by how
far the parcel travels and, above a pound, how much it weighs.

» The rate increase. The “temporary” 8% surcharge is now riding on top of that base rate, applied
uniformly across weights and zones.

+ Whatever the aggregator's model adds. The platform reselling the rate captures value through its own
fees or margin.

The defining feature of this stack is what an operation cannot do with it: none of the layers can be negotiated
down. Each is a published or fixed input, and the total is the same for every business with a similar profile.
Even weight — the one input an operation might expect to control by shipping lighter — no longer moves the
published cost for these parcels: USPS flattened sub-pound commercial pricing in July, so a 2-ounce and a
16-ounce parcel now cost the same within a zone. The postal cost is assembled from the outside in and
handed to the company as a finished number.

How each price is built

The postal price is assembled from fixed parts; the alternative price is negotiated to your shipping pattern

THE USPS PRICE THE ALTERNATIVE PRICE

+ Aggregator margin Negotiated rate

built to your volume & map

+ Fuel surcharge (8%)

Moves with regional density

Base rate Parcels clustered in strong regions
set by weight & zone — rate drops below the USPS floor

Parcels scattered thin
— USPS reach can still win

Fixed floor

Every input is published. None can be negotiated
lower.
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How the alternative cost is built

An alternative carrier's price is built the opposite way — from the company's own shipping pattern outward. It
begins as a negotiated rate, with the carrier's operating economics setting the starting point. Regional and
last-mile economy carriers run leaner networks over shorter distances, and within their coverage areas their
routes are dense: many stops close together, low cost to add one more. Meanwhile, gig carriers use
individuals with their own vehicles for last-mile, residential deliveries. Where a regional carrier's trucks are
already saturating a region, it can move a parcel there for less than a network built to reach every address in
the country — and it can price a contract to reflect that.

That advantage is not universal. It exists only inside the carrier's footprint, and only where an operation's
volume is thick enough to keep the carrier's routes dense.

Which model wins?

This is why the outcome turns on a single hinge: regional destination density — how tightly an operation's
parcels cluster inside a given carrier's strong regions. An operation sending most of its volume into a handful
of metro areas that a regional or gig carrier serves well is the case where the alternative model wins
decisively. An operation whose parcels scatter thinly across rural and remote addresses is the case where
USPS's universal reach remains hard to beat — the same structural strength that made it the default to begin
with. Most operations are somewhere in between, with some lanes favoring an alternative and others that

do not.

Because the deciding variable is the shape of a company's shipping volume, the answer cannot be read from
a carrier's rate card or a published comparison. It lives in the operation's shipping data — the specific ZIP
codes, weights, and lane concentrations that determine whether density works in its favor. Knowing the
answer means examining that data directly, which is where a re-rating analysis begins.

Regional destination density — how tightly an operation's
parcels cluster inside a given carrier's strong regions.
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Where the argument applies
— and where it does not

The case for moving volume to an alternative carrier is strong, but it is not universal, and the same analysis
that identifies where it wins also identifies where it does not. An operation that switches without fitting the
profile takes on real work for little return.

The conditions that must be true

The argument applies to a specific operation:
01 Shipping a high daily volume of small light parcels to residential addresses
02  Routing that volume through USPS

03  Sending enough of it into regions a single alternative or gig carrier covers well

All conditions matter, and they compound. Volume is what earns a competitive contract and keeps an
alternative carrier's routes dense enough to price aggressively. A lightweight, residential profile is the parcel
USPS once priced best, and the one its recent changes have penalized most. USPS is the current default, so
it sets the rate any alternative must beat — that gap is the opportunity. Winning it comes down to regional
density across a given operation's shipping map.

Where the case breaks down

Outside that profile, the case weakens and often disappears. An operation shipping low daily volume has
neither the amount to earn a strong alternative rate nor the density to make one carrier's routes efficient, and
the work of adding a carrier outruns the savings. A company whose destinations scatter thinly across rural
and remote addresses meets the limit named earlier: where no regional or gig carrier has depth, USPS's
universal reach remains genuinely hard to beat, and the postal network may still be the most economical
answer. An operation whose parcels are heavier or bound for business addresses is playing a different game.
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The operational reality of a multi-carrier model

Adding a carrier is not as simple as flipping a switch. It changes how parcels are routed, tracked, and
reconciled every day — and a business that treats it as a simple swap loses the promised savings. The
economics come first, but they hold up only when the operational work behind them is done well. Three
areas decide whether a second carrier delivers what the contract projected.

Consistent experience for the customer

The person receiving the parcel does not know or care which carrier brought it, and they should not be able
to tell. A second carrier cannot mean a separate standard. Tracking must be available to the customer the
same way regardless of who delivers, delivery timeframes must hold to a consistent promise, and the
resolution path when something goes wrong must feel identical across carriers. An operation that lets service
quality vary by carrier saves on postage and pays for it in support tickets and lost trust.

The discipline to route and reconcile

Running two carriers well is a daily operational practice, not a one-time setup:

* Route each parcel to the right carrier. Savings exist only when the alternative carrier handles the
parcels that fit its network, and USPS keeps the ones that fit its own. That sorting must happen by rule,
at label creation, and on every order.

« Hold each carrier to its terms. Service levels must be set, measured, and enforced, so an
underperforming carrier is caught by analyzing the data rather than customer complaints.

» Audit what you are billed. Invoices must be checked against negotiated rates and agreed terms,
because billing errors and unexpected surcharges are common and erode the contract's value.
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Knowing your answer

The economics that made USPS the automatic choice for high-volume lightweight residential shipping have
changed. Postal rates have climbed three times in a single year, the lightest parcels have lost the pricing that
once favored them, and the published commercial rate on which most operations ship has become a hard
ceiling. At the same time, the field of alternative and gig carriers has matured into a genuine option — for the
right company, in the right regions.

Whether a given operation is one of them is not a question a rate card can answer. It depends on the shape
of that company's own volume: how many parcels move each day, how much they weigh, and how tightly
they cluster inside a carrier's strong regions. Two operations of similar size can be on opposite sides. The

only way to know which side is to look at the data.

TransImpact offers a free, no-obligation re-rating analysis that examines a company's actual
shipping data, determines whether it fits the profile this white paper describes, and shows what
changing carriers would be worth. Parcel Contract Negotiation secures a direct contract with an
alternative carrier built for that operation's volume and shipping map.

The postal default held for a long time because no one had reason to
test it. Now there is a reason, and a way to get the answer.

Talk to a Parcel Negotiation Pro.

Scan the code to start your free re-rating analysis.
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