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I.  Introduction 

Sixteen members, former members and non-members participated in three focus groups at the 2016 
APS show in Portland, Oregon on August 5th and 6th.  Of these, two were non-members, and three 
were former members.  The remaining 11 were members.   

We tried to recruit more non-members on the floor, but found that they were there for the day only 
(Thursday), did not care to participate, or they were there to sell their collection, often that they 
inherited.  Two non-members were successfully recruited this way.  The Friday morning session was 
solely members.  The groups lasted 90 minutes, and participants received a $25 gift card from the 
APS. 

The objectives of the focus groups were to determine: 

• Why members join the APS 
• What the participants felt was a fair price of membership, both before and after discussion the 

benefits APS offers, 
• How the various benefits can be improved, 
•  The relative value of the benefits of membership, 
• What types of articles would be most accepted in The American Philatelist 
• What the APS can do to increase in collecting and get members back. 

Another objective of the meeting was to determine why former members and non-members did not 
join the APS, but due to the small number of participants, this objective was not fully met. 

II.  Recommendations 

These recommendations are made based on the results of these focus groups.  Some of the 
recommendations go beyond what was actually mentioned, but seem worth of investigation.  Others 
may not be practical or feasible, but are presented here. 

• Almost every participant started collecting when they were young, between 8 and 12, usually 
prompted by a family member.  They resumed after their family was grown.  This must be 
the long-term growth strategy for the APS.  The generation that is in their 20s and 30s might 
be lost to stamp collecting.  As one participant said, “Millennials are not joiners.” 
 

• For short term growth, the APS must focus on the 40-60-year old group, the empty nesters so 
to speak.  They have 20 to 40 person-years of collecting remaining.   
 

• Reach out more to women.  Establish a women’s collector group at shows where women can 
discuss their interests and offer tips, etc.  Have a women’s exhibiting subgroup.  Why do the 
Boy Scouts offer a stamp collecting merit badge, but the Girl Scouts don’t?  Work with the 
national Girl Scouts to allow them to earn a stamp collecting merit badge. 
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• Increasing visibility is essential.  To reach the 50 to 65 age group, the APS may want to 
consider a regular article in the AARP magazine designed for that demographic.  (AARP has 
a newly retired version and a version for older members.)  Additionally, APS could place ads 
on cable TV shows that the 45-65 year old group is attracted to.   
 

• Develop a 6 to 8-hour course for volunteers to teach the fundamentals to new collectors at 
OLLI programs or other community venues such as senior citizen centers. 
 

• Auction sites and dealer websites could be encouraged to put a link on their website to the 
APS.  APS may want to give a 3-5% ad discount for those who participate as an incentive. 
 

• Explore having USPS place a poster in their post offices or mention joining the APS as well 
as promoting the stamps.org website when they issue a new poster announcing their new 
issues.   
 

• For longer term sustainability, APS must not disregard younger collectors.  This is going to 
be a difficult group to reach since their parents (20-40-year-old persons) generally are not 
engaged in stamp collecting based on what I heard at these groups.    
 

• The APS has puzzles they provide to children at shows.  Consider a children’s page or two in 
The American Philatelist that young people could read that parents or grandparents could 
share with the children to solve a puzzle, etc. 
 

• APS faces competition with electronic devices and games that young people are increasingly 
using.  Consider developing an electronic game that would be both challenging and 
educational that promotes stamp collecting among the younger group. 
 

• Increase specialized information.  Some in the groups questioned whether they get enough 
value from the APS now that they are more advanced (but feel good about supporting the 
organization).  This information need not be in The American Philatelist, but could be a 
feature in the APRL journal from collector notes or other articles in the public domain.  It can 
also be in a specialist page on the website.  Establishing a bulletin board or message board 
where members can interact with others seemed to be popular and would better service 
specialists.   
 

• Better utilize the local clubs and shows.  Develop a CD or DVD that provides information for 
newer collectors for use at local chapters and webinars on stamps.org.  Gather names from 
other shows, if possible. 
 

• Consider establishing a specialized circuit sent on demand at a price that covers shipping and 
processing. 
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• Work on improving the validity and reputation of the APS certificates.   
 

• Have those who submit items to the StampStore better describe their items.   
 

• Examine the feasibility of an auction perhaps for multiple items such as stock books and 
collections that are not practical in the circuits or in the StampStore. 
 

• The library and insurance seemed to be valuable benefits.  Expand use of the library by 
offering a one-time $10 credit to new library users (except for shipping costs) and stress the 
simplicity of getting the insurance.  This could be in the form of a certificate or gift card sent 
to new members. 
 

• Consider lowering the dues to $40.00, a value closer to the sweet spot and offset this by 
offering to not send The AP to members who opt out, and sending a link to those who opt for 
an on-line version only. 
 

• Consider offering a reduced introductory price for new members to introduce them to the 
benefits of APS.   

III.  Findings 

A.  Why members Join APS 

Many members cited social reasons for joining the APS, but felt the APS could do more to enhance 
the social experience.  They would like to see increased support of local clubs and groups, and 
various bulletin boards on the APS website where members could discuss their areas of interest with 
other collectors.  They would use the Bulletin Board to get hints, meet others, trade, etc.   

One person said that she joined “to have continuing touch with a philatelic organization to stay in 
touch with trends, who the people are, and who are reputable dealers.”  She assumed that the APS 
had to have some type of vetting of dealers who advertise in The American Philatelist. 

Other reasons for joining the APS included to get the magazine, and buy stamps either from the 
circuit books or from the StampStore.  They agreed that they had gone beyond where circuit books 
are useful for them.  There is more on this topic in the various benefits section. 

Generally, their expectations of membership have been met, but we need to keep in mind these are 
largely longer term members who responded.  One person stated that his expectations have changed 
over time.  “They were good early on to belong and read about people, but over time I’m not sure 
how much I get out of it but I feel good supporting it [the APS].”  Other participants agreed.   

Another member stated that “In the 1970s I was a U.S. collector, then worldwide, then I specialized.  
APS guided my thinking on that.  I thought about exhibiting and clearly APS offers some guidance.” 
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Most were introduced to stamp collecting by a family member when they were children.  Many 
discontinued the hobby, but picked it back up when their families were grown.  At least three 
participants were in their 30s or 40s in these groups, so some “younger” people are continuing to 
collect or are starting early.  However, this may be the exception rather than the rule. 

B.  How can the APS Improve Services? 

One thing the APS could do to increase socialization and be a service to the intermediate to advanced 
collector is to have a chat or message board where one could have a conversation to provide 
thoughts, ideas, and ask questions.  The members would prefer this be anonymous, and realize a 
moderator would be necessary. 

Another member added that he would like to connect with other people whose interests match his, 
where they could collaborate.   

The specialized collector could benefit if the exhibits from APS sponsored shows were put on the 
website and searchable.   

On Monday mornings, Linn’s has a stamp brief.  APS could to this as well.   

Why not a webinar on how-to’s?  Don’t use Facebook or You Tube, make them register and attend 
on Stamps.org. 

C.  Cost of membership 

The participants were given a sheet of paper to write down what they felt was a fair price for APS 
membership, where the cost gets high enough that they would pause to rejoin, and at what price 
would renewal be automatic.  Thirteen members understood the instructions well enough to complete 
the exercise.  The average of the participants for a fair price is $41.92, where it gets too expensive is 
$63.08 and where renewals would be automatic is $25.77.  This exercise was completed prior to a 
discussion of the benefits and was repeated after the benefits were discussed.  The results will be 
compared. 

Four members of the 16 (31%) cited less than $40 while six (46%) cited $50, which was the 
maximum price that these participants felt would be fair. 

Five participants (38%) thought $50 was high enough to cause pause in renewing and an additional 
four (31%) said $60 or $65 was approaching too much.  Three (23%) went to $75 or more before 
reconsidering their membership renewal. 

Eight participants, or (61%) of the sample said a cost of $25 would be the level where they would not 
hesitate to renew.  Only two (15%) mentioned $40 or more.  The other two listed $10 and $15.   

 These results suggest that the sweet spot for membership without better marketing of the benefits is 
$33.85 while the level where APS would be approaching trouble is $52.50.  It is important to 
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remember that most of these respondents were members, and these values may not apply to former 
members or recruiting non members.  

D.  APS Benefits 

Without prompting, the members in the first group mentioned the following benefits, with the 
number in parentheses indicating how many of the 6 used that benefit and an asterisk indicating 
which of these they found most valuable: 

• Stamp shows (5) ** 
• StampStore (5) 
• APRL (4) ** 
• The American Philatelist (4) * 
• On Line resources (3) * 
• Circuit books (3) 
• On Road Courses (1) * 
• Talks at shows (1) 
• Chapters & Affiliates section of website (1) 
• Input to APS officers and board members (1) 

To save time, this exercise was not repeated in the other groups with the assumption the results 
would be similar. 

Participants were next asked to put an annual value on various benefits that the APS offers.  I urge 
caution on using the absolute values reported in the groups, but the relative values shed light on what 
benefits the members perceive as more valuable than others.  The respondents evaluated five 
benefits; The American Philatelist was not included in the evaluation as it was discussed separately.   

The total value of the five benefits summed to over $500 per year.  The APRL was perceived to have 
the most value, followed by the insurance benefit even though other studies have shown it to be less 
utilized.    The relative values of the various benefits APS offers is in the chart below: 

 

Interpretation:  The values on the X-axis are the average annual values members placed on various APS benefits.   

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160 

Circuits 

Expertizing 

Stamp Store 

Insurance 

Library 
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The benefits will be discussed in the order in which their value was perceived.   

E. American Philatelic Research Library 

“A+,” “Fantastic.”  

Generally, the library received accolades from these participants.   The only criticisms expressed are 
that borrowing books can sometimes be expensive, and the website needs to be revamped.  It is 
apparently frustrating to use for some.   

Room for improvement included making library holdings more searchable, and perhaps scan more 
information and it available on line as well as having a better on-line database.  One person 
mentioned putting a picture of the book on the website, but others admitted that might not be 
practical. 

F.  Insurance 

Even though fewer members use the insurance benefit (both in the recent survey and from these 
groups), it rated second highest in value with these participants.  In these groups some of those who 
had the insurance benefit convinced those that did not to take advantage of the benefit due to the 
simplicity of applying (no lists or inventories) and the cost savings. The simplicity of applying 
seemed to be the key benefit.  As one person stated, “The amount of work to add my stamps as a 
rider was unreal.  The agent gave me a blank stare when I mentioned stamps.  He understood jewelry.  
They didn’t even want to touch it.” 

Another participant talked to a person at this show who had a fire, which convinced him that he 
should get it.  This group convinced him to use the APS benefit.   

G.  StampStore 

“I trust the StampStore more than dealer sites, but I am not a skilled computer user.  I get on the site 
and get lost.”  This respondent suggested that the StampStore site be easier to navigate and more 
intuitive.  Other groups echoed this sentiment.  “I haven’t used it in two years, but the web interface 
is clunky, slow and not user friendly,” another said.  They added that APS should look at CSS (China 
Stamp Society?) store to get improvement ideas. 

One participant said that the StampStore “needs better vetting.”  He is not sure how much is done 
now, but he has received defective or misidentified items.  While the StampStore people don’t have 
the knowledge for everything, they need specialists for expensive and specialized material.  
“Disgruntlement can last a long time.” 

Another participant asked if it is possible to set up a rating service for sellers, not unlike that on 
eBay.  If seller 92 has several returns, reconsider what seller 92 is submitting.  “After so many tic 
marks, pull items from seller 92.” 
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Apparently Mercer runs a quick ID that the seller pays a small fee for but re-assures the buyer that 
the item is as described.   

Another person said that the promotions prompt them to buy.  Five dollars off a minimum purchase 
should be offered more often in their opinion. 

The participants use the StampStore more than the circuit books, but less than eBay.  Most of the 
participants on Group 2 had bought on eBay while one-half had used the StampStore.  They stated 
that eBay offers a better selection, but buying is caveat emptor and that sellers often do not describe 
their material well enough.  They have more confidence in the APS StampStore because they assume 
the items have been examined and that the APS has a reputation to uphold.  Still there are stories 
about less than desirable experiences with the StampStore.   

H.  Expertizing Service 

The Expertizing Service generally received less than favorable comments by the participants who 
actually used the service.  This represents an area of opportunity for the APS.   

“I have used it and purchased material with an APS certificate.  It is great for the U.S., but not so for 
foreign material.  Some foreign material was misidentified.” 

Another participant said he uses many expertizing services and that he believes the APS experts are 
used by other companies as well, and are a qualified.  “But the reality is that the APS does not carry 
the same value as others.  That is incorrect.  The APS is as solid but in the market the APS certificate 
does not carry the value it should.  Perception is reality.” 

Some auction houses do not accept APS certificates, which perpetuates the perception of an APS 
certificate not being as valid.  One members said this is particularly true for higher value material, 
over $500 say.   

The PSE has a full grading process.  “Could that be the difference [with the auction houses]?” one 
member asked.   

The issue is two-fold:  APS needs to raise the visibility and credibility with the auction houses and 
they to instill confidence in the collecting community that the APS certificate is reputable. However, 
if auction houses continue to reject APS certificates, confidence will not be gained  

In the third group none of the members had ever used the expertizing service, but one added, “If I 
needed it, I’d use it.”  Another said, “If I see a stamp with an APS certificate, I am more confident in 
buying it.  None reported hearing of the reputation issues the first group mentioned.   

I.  Circuit books 

As mentioned previously, many participants thought that they had “outgrown” the circuit books, 
although they are a good resource for newer members to fill spaces.  As one respondent said, “The 
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books are not as specialized as I like.”  This is not surprising since the collectors that attend a 
national show are likely more advanced than the newer collector.   

A participant in the third group said “They are good, but they are a mixed bag.  Selection is lacking 
sometimes.” 

Another participant said that “Circuit books are too expensive to mail and there is not enough 
relevant material in them ‘for this group.’”  Another added, “The circuit books are fine for newer 
collectors who are space fillers.” 

Additionally, the time lag is long.  “I order a circuit in January, and by the time I get it in July, I have 
moved on to something else.”  There really is not a fix for this unless members were willing to get 
books on demand if they were willing to pay for shipping and a processing fee that the APS now 
pays. 

It is even more costly to get the circuits in and out of Canada, so RPS [also has circuit books.]  
“Maybe RPS and APS could have a reciprocal agreement to share books in the other country.” 

“Books with only one high value stamp are annoying.  It should be in the StampStore.” 

Advantages included selecting a single item to complete a set where most dealers want to sell the 
entire set.  Another advantage is competition—several sellers may have the same stamp so one can 
pick the best price or best condition, and sometimes it is the same stamp. 

J.  The American Philatelist 

The American Philatelist (The AP) generally received more positive comments than negative.  
Comments included, “The graphic quality has improved,” and “It is a great publication.”  “It is high 
end and professional, It has a variety of articles.”  “It covers high end collectors to beginners.”   

Two of the three groups offered some suggestions for improvement, the third group mentioned only 
that an on-line searchable version would be nice. 

The second group was more critical.  “It has gotten worse and is too commercial.  The Star Trek 
issue was a Canada Post ad.  We join the APS to get information, not to see commercials.”  Another 
second group participant added that they “would like the AP to get back to basics to get collectors 
interested in something.” 

The new editor has closed the gap between The AP and the American Stamp Dealer and Collector 
(ASDC) magazine.  The ASCD took a lot of the space left vacant by The AP, such as stories about 
people and shorter features.  The ASDC seemed to have less esoteric and more practical articles, but 
this has improved.  

Some suggested they include some expertizing experiences, thinking that would be interesting. 
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More teaching articles for the less experienced would be helpful.  Some articles are pretty narrow in 
their focus and many they need more articles on concepts behind collecting.  The APS cannot lose 
focus that they need new collectors.   

Another participant said that the series of articles on exhibiting “grabbed me.” 

Another observed that the past president wrote a series of collecting basics to be published in Linn’s.  
“Why was this not on the AP?” she asked. 

Several said that they would like to see more postal history in the magazine.  Kelleher’s new 
magazine has had several postal history articles recently. 

Participants were asked to complete a constant sum exercise on five types of articles mentioned in a 
recent survey and three more were added during the groups.  They were asked to assign a value to the 
types of articles they would like to see in The AP.  (A constant sum exercise asks participants to 
assign points to total to either 100 or zero.  These sums are averaged to get a ranking of the articles, 
and the difference between the average tells the strength.  This technique has advantages over both 
ranking and rating since it incorporates elements of both.  A zero option is offered so participants are 
not forced to assign points if nothing offered appeals to them.) 

The results of the constant sum exercise are below: 

Note that they would most like to see more postal history and stories of collectors.  When asked to 
elaborate, they mentioned that they would like to know how others got started, how they decided to 
specialize if they did, their experiences over time, and how they disposed of their collection.   

 

Interpretation:  The values at the bottom are points over a 100-point potential.  Postal history and collector stories 
gained almost one-half of the points available. Auction reports received less than 5% of the available points.  The 
article types are in order of their rank.  

0 5 10 15 20 25 
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There was slightly more interest in specialized articles over back to basics, but it must be kept in 
mind that the audience was advanced collectors.  To appeal to newer collectors and youth, a back to 
basics is essential.   

Other society’s news or abstracts and auction reports are not necessarily as appealing.  Linn’s covers 
auctions adequately. 

K.  Revisiting the Cost of Membership After a Discussion of the Benefits of APS 

After all of the benefits were discussed in detail, the participants were asked to again write down a 
fair value for APS membership, a value where they would pause to renew, and a value that was low 
enough that they would not hesitate to renew.   

The membership values were slightly higher after discussing the benefits.  However, to actualize 
these higher costs, the benefits have to be better marketed.   

The values after the benefits were discussed were: 

• Fair value:    $46.15, an increase of $4.23. 
• Pause value:  $71.92, an increase of $8.84. 
• Automatic value: $27.31, an increase of $1.54 

The sweet spot for dues after discussing the benefits is $36.73, an increase of $2.88. 

APS is approaching trouble if the dues increased to $59.04, an increase of $6.94 from before the 
benefits were discussed.  

L.  Ways to Increase Membership 

One person said he would tell a non-member that “The APS is an umbrella group—there is 
something for everyone there for a nominal amount of money.  The sales circuits for a beginner are a 
big plus and the publication has a lot of good information in it.” 

APS might want to sponsor meet-ups.  Contact members for a special educational program at a 
public library, etc. and ask them to bring a friend.  Advertise it in the local paper.  

The APS may not be using the data available to them.  Are registrants at other philatelic shows 
shared with the APS?  The participants believed they were not.  The show sponsors could make the 
names available to the APS and maybe dealers with an opt-out option.  

APS needs to look at the demographics who join.  The prime people to target are children and empty 
nesters.  The empty nesters are financially stable enough to join.   

The APS has a lot of chapters but maybe 10-15% are already APS members.  Send a toolkit to the 
chapters to sell the benefits of the organization.  Topics could include paper types, printing types, 
how do you measure perforations, how do you detect forgeries.  Put this in a Power Point or video 
and provide it to chapters.   
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Have better rapport with local stamp clubs.  Maybe make a CD or DVD of the basics of philately to 
show at stamp club meetings.  Also make them available for more specialized topics. 

The chat boards or message boards would be a good way to inform collectors and specialists and 
would help increase membership.  There are other message boards that are very good. 

Younger people might benefit from a video game.  “Look at Pokeman-Go!  While there are games at 
the youth table, why not a page or two for kids and grandkids in The AP?” 

“Dads, moms, grandfathers and grandmothers can help children fill in the crossword or find the 
national memorials in stamps in their collections.  Make it fun for youths.  There is a lot of 
competition for their time out there.”   

“Run a small monthly column of how I got interested in stamp collecting.”  This could be beneficial 
for youth and adult collectors. 


