STATE ABBREVIATIONS

The Post Office Department recognized abbreviations for states and territories at least since the
first issue of the Department’s Postal Guide in October 1874. The Department preferred that
state and territorial names be written out in full to avoid confusion but accepted the popular public
practice of abbreviation.

Starting in May 1943, one- and two-digit zone codes could be placed between the city and state
to speed sorting of mail while adding to the spaces used in the last line of the address. The July
1943 Postal Guide again listed preferred abbreviations. New states and territories had been
added, but the only change was to expand the abbreviation for California from “Cal” to “Calif”.

Twenty years later, in 1963, the Post Office Department implemented the five-digit ZIP Code,
which was placed after the state in the last line of an address. To provide room for the ZIP Code,
the Department issued two-letter abbreviations for all states and territories. Publication 59,
Abbreviations for Use with ZIP Code, issued by the Department in October 1963, told why. Two-
letter abbreviations were:

... provided by the Post Office Department as an aid to mailers in
accommodating ZIP Codes with the usual City-State line of addresses. The
abbreviations are based on a maximum 23-position line, because this has been
found to be the most universally acceptable line capacity basis for major
addressing systems. A breakdown of the City-State-ZIP Code line positions is as
follows: 13 positions for city, 1 space between city and State designations, 2
positions for State designation, 2 spaces between State designation and ZIP
Code, and 5 positions for ZIP Code.

Only one change has been made to the abbreviations issued in 1963. the two-letter abbreviation
for Nebraska, originally NB, was changed to NE to avoid confusion with New Brunswick in
Canada.



