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DIRECTOR’S PREFACE

Th e Offi  ce of Policy and Analysis (OP&A) was pleased to undertake three 
studies at the National Postal Museum (NPM).  Th e goal of the fi rst of 
these studies was to understand the characteristics and experiences of sum-
mer visitors as they exited the Museum.  Th e other two studies were evalu-
ations of two NPM exhibitions, Trailblazers and Trendsetters: Th e Art of the 
Stamp and Postal Inspectors: Th e Silent Service.  Th is document is the fi nal 
report of the museum study.

Th e data for the studies came from interviews with visitors.  We appreciate 
visitors’ willing participation in these studies.  Th e time they provided, in 
the midst of a summer visit, is evidence of their aff ection for the Smithson-
ian and interest in improving the visitor experience.

I would like to thank National Postal Museum staff  for their assistance 
and guidance in the course of the studies.  K. Allison Wickens, Director 
of Education, initiated the studies and coordinated staff  input.  Nancy 
Pope, Curator, and Pat Burke, Exhibition Manager, represented the Postal 
Inspectors: Th e Silent Service and Trailblazers and Trendsetters: Th e Art of the 
Stamp, respectively.  It was a pleasure to work with them.

Within OP&A, Zahava D. Doering, Andrew Pekarik and David Karns 
were responsible for the survey design, data collection, analysis, and re-
port preparation.  Th ese studies would not have been possible without our 
dedicated interns – especially Erin Hoppe and Jennifer Chen, who helped 
with questionnaire design, interviewing and data processing.  In addi-
tion, because of the magnitude of the data collection, other staff  members 
– Kathy Ernst, Ioana Munteanu, James Smith, and Whitney Watriss – as 
well as other interns – Bianca Yip and Gretchen Trygstad – assisted with 
interviewing.  Lance Costello was responsible for questionnaire and report 
production.  I thank all of them for their hard work.

Carole M. P. Neves

Director, Offi  ce of Policy and Analysis
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OVERVIEW

In 1990, the new National Postal Museum (NPM) took over the National 
Philatelic Collection that was formerly part of the National Museum of 
American History. Several years later, NPM moved into the lower level of 
the newly renovated Washington City Post Offi  ce across the street from 
Union Station, and opened to the public in 1993. NPM’s collections of 
over six million objects consists primarily of stamps, but also includes ob-
jects related to postal history, stamp production, and mail delivery, such as 
postal stationery that predate stamps, vehicles used to transport the mail, 
mailboxes, meters, covers, greeting cards, and letters. 

Th e Museum occupies about 75,000 square feet of the building, with about 
one-third devoted to exhibition space. It also includes a 6,000-square-foot 
research library, a stamp store and a museum shop.

Visitors enter the Museum through the lobby of the Post Offi  ce building 
and proceed to escalators or elevators that take them down to the fl oor level 
of the Museum’s 90-foot-high atrium. Th e atrium, with three suspended 
airmail planes on loan from the National Air and Space Museum, is one 
of fi ve main exhibition galleries.  Th e fi ve permanent exhibitions are aug-
mented by temporary exhibitions on view for approximately a year.

As part of its eff ort to improve the experience of visitors and to enhance ex-
hibition planning, the National Postal Museum asked the Offi  ce of Policy 
and Analysis (OP&A) to undertake three distinct visitor studies. Th e goal 
of the fi rst of these studies was to understand the characteristics and experi-
ences of summer visitors as they exited the Museum. Th e other two stud-
ies were evaluations of two NPM temporary exhibitions, Trailblazers and 
Trendsetters: Th e Art of the Stamp and Postal Inspectors: Th e Silent Service.

Each of the three reports was written as an independent document. Below 
are some observations that arise when all three studies are considered to-
gether.  
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Rating.  Because these studies included a sample of entering visitors and 
a sample of exiting visitors who were asked many of the same questions, 
it is worthwhile comparing their answers. In particular, the diff erence be-
tween prospective and actual ratings is revealing. In specifi c, entering visi-
tors were asked how they thought they would rate their experiences in the 
museum when they left. Exiting visitors were asked how they rated their 
actual experience. Th e scale for the rating was: Poor, Fair, Good, Excellent, 
Superior. Upon exiting NPM, three-quarters of NPM visitors rated their 
experience in the museum as Superior (15%) or Excellent (60%). Th is was 
substantially better than the expected ratings reported by entering visitors 
(7% Superior and 42% Excellent). Th e exit rating is somewhat higher than 
the Smithsonian average (21% Superior, 48% Excellent).  Th e NPM exit 
rating is slightly higher than that given either Trailblazers and Trendsetters: 
Th e Art of the Stamp (17% Superior, 53% Excellent) or Postal Inspectors: 
Th e Silent Service (12% Superior, 63% Excellent). Th ese ratings, combined 
with the strongly positive diff erence between museum entrance and exit, 
suggest that these studies did not capture the major elements of the visit 
that contribute to the positive experience.  A more holistic study of NPM 
might signifi cantly add to our understanding of this museum. 

Experiences.  Visitors entering NPM were invited to choose from a set 
of seven experiences the ones that they were especially looking forward to 
during their visit. Th ree experiences were particularly important for visitors 
entering the museum: “Gaining information” (53%), “Seeing rare/valu-
able/uncommon things” (48%), and “Enriching my understanding” (44%).  
Visitors exiting NPM were asked to choose the experiences that they found 
especially satisfying during their visit. Questions about satisfying experi-
ences were also included in the studies of Trailblazers and Trendsetters: Th e 
Art of the Stamp and Postal Inspectors: Th e Silent Service. In general, visitors 
found the experiences they sought. However, “Refl ecting on the meaning 
of what I’m looking at” and “Imagining other times/places” among visitors 
exiting the museum showed substantial increases over the expectations of 
visitors entering the museum, while “Gaining information,” “Enriching 
my understanding” and “Recalling memories” also were higher on exit.  
Th e results suggest that one strategy NPM could use to improve overall 
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satisfaction is to emphasize the experiences that visitors value. An alternate 
strategy is to strengthen experiences visitors value, but have not found.

Demographic characteristics.  In profi ling the demographic characteris-
tics of visitors to NPM, we found that the percentage of local visitors was 
lower than that at other Smithsonian museums (7% at NPM compared 
15%, on average, at other SI museums). Th e summer 2007 audience con-
sisted of a larger percentage of fi rst-time visitors than most Smithsonian 
museums that have been open for several years (93% compared to an aver-
age of about 66%). 

Th ese studies were not designed to explore possible reasons, e.g., location, 
visibility, etc. for these results. As the museum plans both outreach eff orts 
and exhibitions, a deeper understanding of visit decisions might be useful.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Th e survey:  A sample of visitors exiting the National Postal Museum was 
surveyed. Th e response rate was 83 percent.

Visitors:  A large majority of NPM visitors were making their fi rst visit to 
the Museum (93%). Relatively few visitors lived in the metropolitan Wash-
ington, DC, region. Only eight percent of the visitors lived within 40 miles 
of the National Mall.  Th e average age was 41. 

Rating:  Th e rating that exiting visitors gave the museum (0% Poor, 4% 
Fair, 22% Good, 60% Excellent, and 15% Superior) was somewhat higher 
than the Smithsonian average. Th is was substantially better than the ex-
pected ratings reported by entering visitors (42% Excellent and 7% Supe-
rior). 

Returning:  Two out of fi ve visitors marked that they would “defi nitely” 
return for another visit if they were in Washington next year (40%), while 
more than half indicated that they might visit again (51%).

Discussion:  Overall, visitors were satisfi ed with the visit, and on the whole 
found more satisfying experiences than they had anticipated. Most fi nd 
the experiences that they are seeking (gaining information and enriching 
understanding), but they also emerge from the museum with more expe-
riences imagining other times, refl ecting on what they saw, or recalling 
memories. Consistent with seeking a knowledge based experience, NPM 
visitors are interested in being able to get more information, especially 
from staff  in the galleries who can answer questions or electronic devices 
like IPods, cell phones, or other hand-held devices.



M-2

INTRODUCTION

Th e Offi  ce of Policy and Analysis is conducting a series of studies of the 
demographic characteristics and experiences of visitors to the National 
Postal Museum (NPM). During July and August, 2007, three studies were 
conducted. Th e goal of the fi rst of these studies was to understand the char-
acteristics and experiences of summer visitors as they exited the Museum.  
Th e other two studies were evaluations of two NPM exhibitions, Trailblaz-
ers and Trendsetters: Th e Art of the Stamp (Trailblazers) and Postal Inspectors: 
Th e Silent Service (Postal Inspectors).

THE SURVEY

Data for the exit study were collected with a sample survey. Th is survey 
was administered at the same time as data were collected for the studies of 
Trailblazers and Postal Inspectors. Th ose studies involved intercepts of visi-
tors before and after their visits to the respective exhibitions. Th e “before 
visit” sample for Postal Inspectors was intercepted at the Museum entrance. 
In this report, the “before visit” data collected at the entrance will be com-
pared with the data collected at exit. Th e characteristics of the exit sample 
are presented in Appendix M-A, along with comparable characteristics of 
the entrance sample. Th e questionnaires are presented in Appendices M-B 
and M-C.

Two-hundred eighty-two exiting visitors were intercepted during eight 90-
minute sessions and asked to complete a one-page, self-administered ques-
tionnaire about their NPM visit. Two-hundred thirty-three completed the 
questionnaire for a cooperation rate of 83 percent. 

The NPM Audience Overall
A large majority of NPM visitors were making their fi rst visit to the Mu-
seum (93%). 
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Slightly more than half of the exiting visitors were male 
(54%). 

Th e NPM audience was highly educated. Four out of fi ve visi-
tors over 25 years old had at least a Bachelor’s degree (79%) with 
half (51%) reporting a graduate degree.

Nearly one-quarter of exiting visitors living in the United States 
reported that they identifi ed with one or more racial or ethnic mi-
nority community (23%). Nearly one in ten indicated that they 
considered themselves Latino or Hispanic (6%) while a similar 
percentage marked that they considered themselves Asian (6%). 
Fewer marked that they were Black (4%). More than eight out of 
ten (85%) marked White either by itself or in conjunction with 
another racial or ethnic description.

Th e vast majority of NPM visitors (90%) live in the United 
States with ten percent being international visitors. Relatively few 
visitors lived in the metropolitan Washington, DC, region. Only 
eight percent of the visitors lived within 40 miles of the National 
Mall, while 80 percent lived more than 100 miles from the Mall.

One in ten NPM visitors reported having used the Museum’s 
website to plan their current visit, while nearly nine out of ten 
marked that they had never visited the website. Few reported hav-
ing used it to learn about the history of stamps (3%) or for another 
reason (1%).

Nearly all NPM visitors were accompanied by other persons 
on their visit (93%). About one-quarter were in an adults only 
group (26%), while two-thirds (66%) were in a group of adults 
with youth under 18.

One-third of NPM visitors over 12 were between 42 and 52 
years old (32% Trailing Edge Boomers), with about one-fourth 
each between 31 and 41 (23% Generation X) and under 30 (26%). 
Th e mean age was 40.7 while the median age was 42.
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Satisfaction with NPM Visit
Th ree-quarters of NPM visitors rated their experiences visiting 

NPM as Superior (15%) or Excellent (60%) (Figure 1). Th is was 
substantially better than the expected ratings reported by entering 
visitors (7% Superior and 42% Excellent) (Figure 2). Visitors who 
rated the “Quality of exhibits” Superior were most likely to report 
a Superior overall experience (43%).

Nearly two-thirds had a better experience than they had ex-
pected (63%).

Combining the visit experience rating and whether the experi-
ence was better than expected produces a score of 12% for “Advo-
cates”1 Nearly two out of fi ve visitors who rated the exhibits as Su-
perior (38%) were Advocates. Similarly, about one-third of visitors 
who rated activities for children as Superior (31%) were Advocates. 
Ratings of NPM’s museum store merchandise selection and rat-
ings of explanations and interpretative information were positively 
correlated with being an Advocate. Visitors who reported “being 

1  Th e combination of Superior and Better than Expected parallels a measure used by J. D. Power and Associates 
to rate services and consumer products.)

Figure 1. Rating of Museum Experience
(In percent, there were no Poor ratings)
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moved by beauty” were nearly three times as likely to be an Advo-
cate (32%) as other visitors.

Two out of fi ve visitors marked that they would “defi nitely” re-
turn for another visit if they were in Washington next year (40%), 
while more than half indicated that they might visit again (51%). 
Th e quality of the visit experience was important to the intention 
to return. Eighty-three percent of the “Advocates” marked “defi -
nitely,” nearly twice the response for the next category of “Support-
ers” (44%) who had a superior experience as they expected or an 
excellent experience that was better or as they expected.

Experiences During NPM Visit2

Six out of ten NPM visitors marked “Gaining information” 
(60%) as an experience that they found especially satisfying during 
their visits, slightly more than marked the related “Enriching my 

2  Visitors who marked all seven experiences or left all seven unmarked were considered “response sets” and as-
signed as missing values (3% of all respondents).

Figure 2. Rating of Experience in Museum
 at Exit and Expected Rating at Entrance

(In percent)

Fair
4%

Good
22%

Excellent
59%
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15%
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understanding” (56%). Only one out of fi ve visitors (21%) failed 
to mark one of these two experiences. Th ree out of eight marked 
both (38%). 

Fewer marked “Seeing rare/valuable/uncommon things” (47%) 
or “Imagining other times/places” (44%). Fewer repeat visitors re-
ported “Imagining” (12%) than fi rst-time visitors (47%).

Even fewer marked “Refl ecting on the meaning of what I’m 
looking at” (22%), “Recalling memories” (22%), and “Being 
moved by beauty” (13%) with Advocates mentioning beauty much 
more frequently (37%).

“Refl ecting on the meaning of what I’m looking at” and “Imag-
ining other times/places” showed substantial increases over the ex-
pectations of entering visitors, while “Gaining information,” “En-
riching my understanding” and “Recalling memories” also were 
higher on exit.

Th e average number of experiences was 2.65, substantially 
higher than 2.1 reported by entering visitors.

Ratings of NPM Facilities and Amenities3

Th e highest rated aspects of NPM facilities and amenities were 
“Activities for children” (28% Superior) and “Restroom cleanliness 
and maintenance” (25% Superior). Advocates rated “Activities and 
things for children to do” highly (67% Superior).”

Th e “Quality of exhibitions” (18% Superior) and “Explanations 
and interpretative information” (15% Superior) were rated less 
positively, although more Advocates rated the “Explanations and 
interpretative information” as Superior (46%). Ratings of “Quality 
of exhibits” were correlated with visitors’ ratings of “Explanations 

3  Respondents who marked the same value for each of these fi ve aspects were considered to have not diff erenti-
ated in their evaluations and were treated as missing (15% of all visitors).
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and interpretative information” and “Activities and things for chil-
dren to do”.

Th e selection of merchandise in the museum store was rated 
least well at 7% Superior.

Ways to Improve NPM Visit Experiences4

Asked about ways to increase their enjoyment visiting NPM, 
nearly three out of fi ve (58%) marked “More activities related to 
stamp collecting.” Visitors who reported being moved by beauty 
were more likely to want more activities related to stamp collecting 
(80%).

4  Again, respondents who marked all or none of the options were treated as missing.

Figure 3. Ratings of NPM Facilities 
and Amenities

(In percent)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Quality of exhibits

Explanations and
interpretive
information

Activities and
things for children

to do

Museum store
merchandise

selection

Restroom
cleanliness and
maintenance

Poor Fair Good Excellent Superior
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Nearly as many visitors marked having Museum staff  in the 
galleries to answer questions (50%) and being able to use hand-
held electronic information devices (49%) with minority visitors 
expressing more interest in handheld devices (64%) than other 
visitors.

Slightly fewer marked more activities related to letter writing 
(42%) or more written information in the exhibits (33%). Genera-
tion X visitors (62%) and Generation Y visitors (57%) were most 
likely to mark an interest in letter writing activities.

Fewer than one in ten (9%) marked less written information in 
exhibits. Th e youngest visitors (12 to 18) were more likely to mark 
this item (47%) than older visitors. Visitors who had unsatisfying 
experiences were signifi cantly more likely to want less information 
(29%) than other visitors.

OBSERVATIONS

Th e audience at the National Postal Museum was mainly composed of visi-
tors from outside the local area like the Big Th ree Smithsonian museums 
(National Museum of Natural History, National Air & Space Museum 
and National Museum of American History), but unlike the art museums. 
Th e summer 2007 audience consisted of a larger percentage of fi rst-time 
visitors than most Smithsonian museums that have been open for several 
years. Like other Smithsonian museums, it attracts a highly educated au-
dience, many of whom come seeking knowledge based experiences. Most 
fi nd the experiences that they are seeking, but they also emerge from the 
museum with more experiences imagining other times, refl ecting on what 
they saw, or recalling memories. In accordance with seeking a knowledge 
based experience, NPM visitors are interested in being able to get more 
information, especially from staff  in the galleries who can answer ques-
tions or from electronic devices like IPods, cell phones, or other hand-held 
devices. Th ey also would like more activities related to stamp collecting. It 
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is interesting that the summer visitors would like more activities related to 
stamp collecting, but they have not used NPM’s website for research on 
stamps or postal history.

NPM should take pride in the fact that visitors gave quite high ratings to 
activities for children. 

Overall, NPM’s ratings by its visitors were somewhat high for Smithson-
ian museums. When NPM visitors both have a Superior experience and 
an experience that is better than expected, they are more likely to become 
Advocates being interested in returning for another visit. Th ey may also 
generate “Word of mouth” promotion for NPM.

NPM has an opportunity to increase its local visitation, to increase repeat 
visitation, enhance the museum store merchandise, and link the virtual 
stamp information on its website with physical museum visits.
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APPENDIX M-A
National Postal Museum Summer 2007 Survey
Frequency Distributions (in percents)

Exit
Sample

(%)

Entrance
Sample

(%)

1. Is this your fi rst visit to the National 
Postal Museum?

No 7 16
Yes 93 84

Total 100 100

2. Are you visiting alone or with other 
people?

I am alone 7 7
I am with other people 93 93

Total 100 100

Description of visit group.
Unaccompanied visitor 8 na

Adult only group 26 na
Adult & youth group 66 na

Total 100 na

4. Please rate your experience in this mu-
seum. (Exit)
How do you think you will rate your ex-
perience in this museum when you leave 
(Entrance)

Poor 0 0
Fair 4 2

Good 22 50
Excellent 60 42
Superior 15 7

Total 100 101*

* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding.
** Respondents could mark more than one.
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Exit
Sample

(%)

Entrance
Sample

(%)

5. How did your experience in the museum 
compare to what you expected?

Not as good 5 na
About as expected 31 na

Better 63 na
Total 99* na

Combination of experience rating and 
expectations

Advocate (Superior and 
Better than expected)

12 na

Supporter (Superior or 
excellent/as expected 

& Excellent/better)

62 na

Satisfi ed 22 na
Unsatisfi ed 5 na

Total 101* na

6. Which of these experiences did you fi nd 
especially satisfying in this museum 
today? (Exit) (Mark one or more)**
Which of these experiences are you 
especially looking forward to during 
your visit today? (Entrance) (Mark one 
or more)**

Being moved by beauty 13 20
Gaining information 60 54
Seeing rare/valuable/

uncommon things
47 47

Imagining other times/places 44 21
Refl ecting on the meaning of

 what I’m looking at
22 8

Recalling memories 22 15
Enriching my understanding 56 46

* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding.
** Respondents could mark more than one.
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Poor Fair Good Excel-
lent

Supe-
rior

7. Please rate the follow-
ing in this museum 
today:

Quality of exhibits 0 6 25 52 18
Explanations and 

interpretive information
0 4 33 47 15

Activities and things 
for children to do

1 5 22 43 28

Museum store 
merchandise selection

4 18 47 25 7

Restroom cleanliness 
and maintenance

0 1 35 39 25

Exit
Sample

(%)

Entrance
Sample

(%)

8. Would the following have increased your 
enjoyment?**

Staff  in galleries to answer questions 50 na
More written information in the exhibits 33 na
Less written information in the exhibits 9 na
More activities related to letter writing 42 na

Handheld electronic information devices 49 na
More activities related to stamp collecting 58 na

9. If you were in Washington in the next 
year, would you visit this museum again?

No, I would not 10 na
I might 51 na

Yes, I defi nitely would 40 na
Total 101* na

10. Do you live in the United States or an-
other country?

United States 90 92
Another country 10 8

Total 100 100

* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding.
** Respondents could mark more than one.
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Exit
Sample

(%)

Entrance
Sample

(%)

Distance between visitor’s zip code and 
the National Mall

5 mile radius 4 8
10 mile radius 2 4
20 mile radius 1 5
40 mile radius 1 2

100 mile radius 2 4
250 mile radius 9 13

Other U.S. 72 55
International 10 8

Total 101* 99*

Visitor’s residence based on AAM re-
gions

Metro Washington 
(DC, VA & MD suburbs)

7 15

South East 25 na
Mid Atlantic 11 na

Midwest 18 na
New England 5 na

Mountain Plains 10 na
West 11 na

Unspecifi ed U.S. 3 77
Country other than U.S. 10 8

Total 100 100

11. What is the highest level of education 
that you have completed?

High school or less 3 na
1-2 years of college, no degree 8 na

Associates degree 10 na
Bachelors degree 28 na

Graduate/professional degree 51 na
Total 100 na

* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding.
** Respondents could mark more than one.
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Exit
Sample

(%)

Entrance
Sample

(%)

12. Are you of Hispanic or Latino origin?
No 91 na
Yes 9 na

Total 100 na

13. What race do you consider yourself? 
(Mark one or more)**

African American/Black 4 na
American Indian/Native Alaska 0 na

Asian 6 na
Native Hawaiian/Pacifi c Islander 0 na

White 85 na

14. What is your age?
Millenials (12-18) 7 na

Generation Y (19-30) 19 na
Generation X (31-41) 23 na

Trailing Edge Boomers (42-52) 32 na
Leading Edge Boomers (53-61) 12 na

Postwar (62-79) 7 na
WWII (80-85) 1 na

Total 101* na

15. Are you male or female?
Male 54 50

Female 46 50
Total 100 100

16. Have you ever used this museum’s web-
site?**

No 88 na
Yes, to plan this visit 9 na

Yes, to learn about stamps 
and/or postal history

3 na

Yes, another reason 1 na
* Percentages may not add to 100% because of rounding.
** Respondents could mark more than one.
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APPENDIX M-B
National Postal Museum, Summer 2007 
Exit Survey Questionnaire
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APPENDIX M-C
National Postal Museum, Summer 2007
Entrance Survey Questionnaire

# of adults (18 and over)

National Postal Museum, Summer 2007
Entrance Survey

1. Is this your first visit to the National Postal Museum?

2. What led you to visit this museum today?
  (Mark one or more)

3. How do you think you will rate your experience in this
museum when you leave?

4. Which of these experiences are you especially looking
forward to during your visit today? (Mark one or more)

7. Have you or a member of your family ever worked for
the U.S. Postal Service?

8. Do you live in the United States or another country?

9. What is your age?

10. Are you male or female?

11. Are you visiting alone or with other people?

No Yes

Came for a general visit
Came to see
Came to see
Came for the Museum Store
Came for another reason
What was it?

Poor Fair Good Excellent Superior

Being moved by beauty
Gaining information
Seeing rare/valuable/uncommon things
Imagining other times/places
Reflecting on the meaning of what I'm looking at
Recalling memories
Enriching my understanding

No Yes

United States, specify zipcode:

Another country, specify: _____________________________

Male Female

I am alone I am with other people

# of youth 12 to 17

# of youth under 12

12. Other than yourself, how many people are with you?

 Session  Segment 1 2 3 Status C R L I Interviewer ID

Thank you for your assistance

Postal Inspectors: The Silent Service
Trailblazers & Trendsetters: The Art of the Stamp

5. In your opinion, which one of the following
best describes the job of

U.S. Postal Inspectors? (Mark one)

Ensure that postal machinery is working properly
Investigate criminal cases involving U.S. mail
Conduct background checks on Postal employees
Litigate civil suits involving the U.S. Postal system
None of the above

I'm not sure

6. In your opinion, which one of the following best
describes the U.S. Postal Service's

art collection? (Mark one)

Artworks used to decorate the insides of post offices
Citizen-created artwork inspired by stamps and letter-writing
Collages made from stamps
Commissioned art made for postage stamps
None of the above
I'm not sure

5705468106
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