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Systems at Work
EXHIBIT GUIDE
While the very question of the postal service’s survival is a hotly debated topic among Americans, few understand how the service operates. The National Postal Museum’s new exhibition, Systems at Work, brings visitors into the core operating systems of the nation’s postal service. 

Mail volume peaked at an annual rate of 212,234,000,000 pieces in 2007. The U.S. Postal Service is working to position itself to continue its mandate to provide mail to everyone among a host of challenges. While mail volume drops, the number of delivery addresses grows, creating a financial Catch-22 for a service that relies on postage funds for financing. How can they fund the steady increase of deliveries with fewer and fewer pieces of mail? The Postal Service, as the nation’s largest carrier, reaches all homes and businesses, private carriers contract with USPS to delivery items for them for millions of addresses that are outside of their delivery zones. 
What happens after a letter or package is handed over to the postal service? How does the mail that reaches Americans—at home or the office— get there? The answer to these questions unfolds in Systems at Work. 

Those pieces of mail join roughly 700 million others that are sorted and delivered to 150 million addresses that day. The service depends on an astonishing network of people and technology that collects, carries, sorts, and delivers the mail. Visitors come to understand and appreciate the intricacy and efficiency of this network by following its evolution through the nation’s history. 

Systems at Work recreates the paths of letters, magazines, parcels, and other mail as they travel from sender to recipient over the last 200 years. In 1808, a newspaper carries the latest news to people hundreds of miles away. Half a century later, a letter carries news from a mother to her son stationed in the southwest. In the 1930s, a crate of eggs journeys from Seattle, Washington, to Alaska. A woman in Virginia sends a check to her brother who is studying at Oklahoma State. 
Together these examples and many others offer a behind-the-scenes look at the inner workings of the postal system through time. They reveal a long, continuous history of implementing new technologies and processes, including ships, airplanes, Rural Free Delivery, fluorescent inks, ZIP codes, computers, scanners, and automated sorting machinery the size of a football field, to name only a few.

By the end of Systems at Work, visitors themselves have taken a journey through time and technologies—from post riders to airplanes and cubbyholes to optical character readers processing more than 10 letters per second. They may well see the connections between the mail, technology, engineering, the Internet, and their own lives in a new light. 
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