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CHAPTER ONE: INDUSTRY RESEARCH ς WHAT IS IT TELLING US ABOUT THE VIABILITY OF TRADE 

SHOWS AND EVENTS - TODAY?  

Questions are always posed regarding the value and worth of the trade show and event 
function within a corporation.  Often senior management asks the head of marketing to 
justify one or more marketing activities.  So where can they turn to arm themselves with 
solid facts and figures?  It is the intent of this chapter to provide you with the necessary 
information to justify event participation. 

The trade show industry is fortunate to have several organizations who keep their 
fingers on the pulse of our industry.  Two prominent research-based exhibition industry 
associations that will help answer the question above are The Center for Exhibition 
Industry Research [www.ceir.org] and Exhibit Surveys [www.exhibitsurveys.com]. 

For decades, these two organizations, along with many others (some of which will be 
mentioned later) have given us insights and statistics which have helped us understand 
this valuable marketing tool that we call event marketing. 

THE STATE OF THE EXHIBITION INDUSTRY 

CEIR1 has consistently reported on the exhibition industry via the CEIR Index since its 
conception in 2000.  Here is a description of the CEIR Index from the forward to the 
2010 iteration: 

The 2010 CEIR Index provides exhibition industry performance from 2000 
to 2009 across 11 key industry sectors. More than 300 events contributed 
data for this report, and the number of submissions from these business-
to-business exhibitions grows each year. The CEIR Index is an extension of 
the CEIR Exhibition Industry Census (CEIR Census), which was originally 
conducted in 2000 and repeated in 2005. 

Because the CEIR Census does not provide any performance indicators or 
predictive values for the exhibition industry, the CEIR Index was launched 
in 2004 to fill this very wide gap. Now in its seventh iteration, the CEIR 
Index is truly the exhibition ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ tool for measuring performance.  

In its summary of 2009, the CEIR Index reported: 

The Great Recession of 2008 and 2009 has been described as the most 
significant economic downturn since the Great Depression that began in 

                                                           
1
 CEIR (www.ceir.org) of Dallas, Texas, is a nonprofit organization that represents the entire exhibition 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΦ  CƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ мфту ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŀŘŜ {Ƙƻǿ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ /9LwΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ 

communications programs that promote the value and benefits of exhibitions as a primary component in a 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΦ  /9Lw ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ 

and communications regarding exhibitions. 

http://www.ceir.org/
http://www.exhibitsurveys.com/
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1929. Although the exhibition industry as we know it today did not exist 
some 80 years ago in the United States, it is hard to imagine that it 
would have experienced worse declines than those of the past two 
years. 

Prior to last year, the largest single year decline ever recorded by the U. 
S. exhibition industry was 3.1%... and that was in 2008. The 12.5% 
decline recorded in нллфΧ is four times greater than the downturn the 
industry experienced in 2008. The 2009 CEIR Index, which reported on 
the 2008 outcome, predicted that the industry would not grow until well 
into 2010. 

A copy of the 25 page CEIR Index Executive Summary can be found here.  In addition, 
Richard Mead, Managing Director, The Jordan, Edmiston Group has produced a report 
titled, W9DLΩǎ Update on the US B2B Exhibition Industry which can be viewed here. 

THE OXFORD ECONOMICS STUDY 

In September of 2009 a study was released titled: The Return on Investment of US 
Business Travel Prepared by Oxford Economics USA.  The US Travel Association and 
Destination & Travel Foundation sponsored this critically important study. 

Within the overall study trade shows and their impact is discussed.  For the purposes of 
this document, I am highlighting only those portions of their research.  The Executive 
Summary of this report can be found via this link. 

In the opening remarks of the Executive Summary the report states: 

Business travel is under scrutiny. Corporations, responding to weakening 
profits, have targeted travel as an immediate candidate for cost savings. 
In addition, meetings and incentive travel have been recently maligned in 
public forums as excessive. Perhaps more than at any other time in 
recent history, business travel is being evaluated from all sides. 

To be useful, this evaluation should center on a fundamental business 
question: what is the relationship of business travel to company 
performance? Of course business travel generates significant economic 
value through its direct injections into the transport, hospitality, and 
other service sectors. This is not to be ignored. But the real value of 
business travel relates to its impact on individual company performance 
and, by extension, the performance of the U.S. economy. This study seeks 
to define exactly this. 

http://www.jegi.com/files/docs/2010_CEIR_Index_Report.pdf
http://www.jegi.com/May2010_BtoBExhibitions
http://meetingsmeanbusiness.com/sites/default/files/09-10-09_ExecutiveSummary.pdf
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There are a couple of trade show statistics which are worthy to note in this report.  A 
significant finding is that the relationship between business sales and trade show 
participation is particularly strong.  

 More than half of business travelers stated that 5-20% of their 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ new customers were the result of trade show 
participation. 
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PURPOSE OF ATTENDING A TRADE SHOW 

Normally there are many reasons for attending a trade show.  In this study, the leading 
response was άƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ followed by άǾŜƴŘƻǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎέΦ  These two factors 
have long been primary reasons for attending shows.  It is nice to have these statistics to 
back up assumptions. 

 

CALCULATING A RETURN ON TRADE SHOWS 

As represented in the chart below, trade shows have a return on investment of $4.00 ς 
5.99.  One could use these figures to calculate the individual return on a specific show or 
the entire calendar of shows. 
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.

 

Additional; information about this study can be obtained here. 

 
HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE FIRST QUARTER OF 2010 

CEIR recently shared that data collected for the annual CEIR Index report for the first 
quarter of 2010 reveals that the trade show industry experienced an overall decline of 
4.0 percent when compared to the same quarter of 2009. 

However, this decline is much smaller compared to the 11.6 percent decline between 
the first quarter 2008 and the first quarter of 2009. Although all four metrics measured 
by the Index (attendees, exhibitors, net square feet and revenue) still experienced 
declines, those drops were not as severe in comparison to the same quarter in 2009. 
According to the Index, slow but certain industry growth will continue through 2010. 

So what does this mean for us who are exhibiting?  That exhibitions are down, but far 
from out.   Skip Cox, CEO and President of Exhibit Surveys aptly summarized the 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩǎ woes in his 2009 White Paper, Looking Past the Recession: Exhibition 
Strategies for the Interim [www.exhibitsurveys.com].  His synopsis:  

http://meetingsmeanbusiness.com/value-meetings
www.exhibitsurveys.com
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Exhibitions are down, but far from out. Real time findings from the 
current recession indicate cause for optimism, including sustained 
audience quality levels. Also, even though exhibitor budgets are down and 
will likely trail the recovery, the perceived value of exhibitions as a 
marketing tool not only remains intact but is enhanced in terms of its role 
within the vogue of άŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΦέ While discernment of the 
depth, duration, and breadth of this recession is still difficult, metrics that 
track the health of the industry and the economy show hints of a 
turnaround that may begin late this year. In the meantime there are 
strategic moves the industry can employ, particularly in terms of its key 
constituencies, as it rides out the storm so it may exploit the coming 
recovery period from a position of strength. 

Finally, consider another well-known marketing tool and its performance of late.  
Advertising had a 12.3% decline last year as reported by B to B Magazine. Clearly, in 
times of financial woe, marketing dollars may be the first to dissipate. However, as the 
economy rebounds, marketing will quickly regain its importance. The savvy marketer, 
for the many reasons outlined throughout this book, will choose exhibitions as his 
preferred marketing tool.     

EXHIBIT SURVEYS AND THEIR ANNUAL RESEARCH 

The Exhibitor Magazine in the April 2010 edition has an annual review of statistics from 
Exhibit Surveys.  This ȅŜŀǊΩǎ article title is: Survey Says.  The full article can be found on 
the Exhibitor Magazine site.  They begin the article by stating: 

Each year, the exhibit- and event-research firm polls attendees from 
more than 40 U.S. trade shows to determine the effectiveness of exhibit 
marketing and identify industry benchmarks. The ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 2009 Trade 
Show Trends report includes valuable information about exhibit 
performance, show-floor traffic, and trade show attendees τ their 
buying power, purchase plans, and attendance habits τ all broken down 
into four industry sectors: high tech, retail, medical, and 
manufacturing/industrial. 

Below are a few statistics that you can use.  

http://www.exhibitoronline.com/exhibitormagazine/apr10/survey-says-trade-show-costs.asp
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Exhibit Surveys has a wealth of information we can use to help our internal 
management better understand the significance of the trade show marketing function. 
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INDUSTRY STRIDES IN 2010 

{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊΩǎ ƛǎǎǳŜ of Tradeshow Executive notes the strides the industry is making.  
Below is a portion of the article from their website: 

Trade Show Strength Gaining Momentum? TSE Dashboard Reveals  
Back-to-Back Increases in Exhibit Space and Attendance.  Oceanside, CA 
ς The size of the crowd and the show floor at trade shows grew for the 
second consecutive month in July, a welcome sign that exhibitions were 
making some steady headway out of the recession. The Trade Show 
Executive (TSE) Dashboard of Monthly Trade Show Metrics, which will be 
released September 1, found that trade shows grew 3.8% in net square 
footage (nsf) and 9.2% in attendance in July when compared to the same 
time last year. The number of exhibitors remained relatively flat, 
suffering only a slight decline of (0.3)%, which did not particularly detract 
from the evidence of growing strength in the market. 

¢ƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǘǊŜƴŘ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƭŀǎǘ ƳƻƴǘƘΩǎ 
Dashboard of shows held in June, which posted across-the-board 
increases of 2% to 3%. 

The adjusted total nsf for 23 shows held this July was 1,625,341, up from 
1,566,000 nsf a year ago. The adjusted average exhibit area also 
increased to 73,879 nsf per event compared to 71,182 nsf in 2009. 

One show not figured into the adjusted figures was the outlier SIGGRAPH, 
which appeared to have benefited tremendously by moving to Los 
Angeles. Hall-Erickson, Inc. said the closer proximity to its attendee pool 
of computer graphics and 3D technology executives contributed to a 
105% jump in attendance to 22,539. That compared to approximately 
ммΣллл ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜǎ ŀǘ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǿ ƛƴ bŜǿ hǊƭŜŀƴǎΦ  Exhibit space for 
the 2010 show was also up 16.0% to 46,500 nsf, while the number of 
exhibitors grew 22.4%. 

Impressive gains in all three metrics were also reported at the largest 
show in the July Dashboard. The IFT Annual Meeting + Food Expo 
(IFT2010), organized by the Institute of Food Technologists, reported a 
47.8% jump in attendance over IFT2009 in Anaheim, a 28.6% increase in 
exhibitors and a 32.2% gain in exhibit space to 233,000 nsf. IFT2010 was 
held in Chicago, which is also closer to its attendee pool, the food 
processing industry. 

Provided is one highlight from an exhibition industry leader from ¢{9Ωǎ ά5ŀǎƘōƻŀǊŘ:έ 

http://www.tradeshowexecutive.com/news_online_main.asp?id=1068
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άhǳǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ нлмл ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
second half of the year. In the First Quarter, attendance at our events was 
up by 9% and we saw an increase in our exhibitor participation, both in 
number of companies and in net square footage.  

ά.ŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳŜǘǊƛŎǎΣ ǿŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎǘƛŎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ 
ahead of our targets for the second half. We continue to remain focused 
on staying close to our customers ς particularly attendees. We have 
expanded our VIP attendee programs and continue our very granular 
attendee marketing focus. Our most recent success with that approach 

was the National Hardware Show
®
, seeing a 20% increase in attendance 

and a 10% increase in verification.  

άhǳǊ ƻǇǘƛƳƛǎƳ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƻōjective barometers such as 
increased exhibitor satisfaction and attendee satisfaction scores. Recent 
events such as INTERPHEX and International Vision Expo East scored 
ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ȅŜŀǊǎΦέ ςNancy Walsh, EVP, 
Reed Exhibitions 

Tradeshow Executive reports on the shifts and changes within the trade show industry.  
You can keep up on the monthly activities by viewing their online edition at: 

www.tradeshowexecutive.com. 

 
WHY EXHIBITIONS WORK IN ANY ECONOMIC CLIMATE 

9ȄƘƛōƛǘ {ǳǊǾŜȅǎΩ нлмл ²ƘƛǘŜ tŀǇŜǊ, Exhibitions Must Deliver (even more) Value to 
Exhibitors in the Post-recession World, showcases an important statistic from the 
Advertising Research Foundation. It states:  
 

There is plenty of research and evidence to support that participating in 
exhibitions accelerates the sales process, and some of the more 
sophisticated exhibitors are doing this on their own. One such research 
project we have reported on in past white papers is the study titled 
ά9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ aŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎΥ ! aŀǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ - Research on How 
9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ tŀȅέ. This research conducted for the Advertising 
Research Foundation (ARF) by Exhibit Surveys and Gallup & Robinson 
proves that face-to-face engagement truly and effectively drives exhibitor 
results. It drives the brand metrics that in turn drive purchase intent, and 
purchase intent has proven in turn to be a good predictor of actual sales. 

http://www.tradeshowexecutive.com/
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2010 EXHIBIT SURVEYS, INC. Page 8 A White Paper by Exhibit Surveys, Inc. 3 Purchase 
Intent 20% 27% 36% 54% Unaware Aware Passive Active Total Lift = 34% pts. ARF 
Study: Active Attendee Engagement Drives Purchase Intent Lift  

 

ά!ŎǘƛǾŜέ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŦŀŎŜςtoςface 
interaction that takes place in the exhibit. The higher the level of 
engagement, the better the results. This graph illustrates the impact of 
exhibit engagement on Purchase Intent, a key metric of success because 
of its high correlation with actual sales, but similar increases were evident 
for all key brand metrics tested (e.g.,  awareness, consideration, brand fit, 
etc.).  
 
From a consultative standpoint, the most urgent issue, and one that is 
easily addressed with data, is to educate and then convince your key 
exhibitor clients in the simple necessity of adequate booth staffing. Staff 
resources are often as scarce as budget to invest in shows, but the lost 
opportunities of not staffing adequately and effectively are very 
significant in terms of the negative impact on ROI.  
 
A disturbing trend we are seeing is that although exhibitors continue to 
do a good job of attracting their potential audience to the exhibit, the 
degree of face- to-face engagement is declining often because of fewer 
staff resources. In 2009, for every 100 qualified attendees (those in the 
target audience) who visited the average exhibit, only 53 were engaged 
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face-to-face by someone in the exhibit. There has been a steady decline in 
this metric. 

!ǎ ǘƘŜ !wCΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳǎΣ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ƛǎ ŀ 
matter of commitment ς i.e., committing to the show, committing enough and the right 
booth staff to the event. When an exhibitor actively engages a prospect on the show 
floor, as the graph above illustrates, sales are likely to follow.     

 
CEIR RESEARCH ς COST EFFECTIVENESS OF EXHIBITION PARTICIPATION 

It could be said that the heartbeat of a trade show floor is the leads gathered there by 
exhibitors. Two significant reports were produced by CEIR in 2009 that provide us with 
the cost of a trade show lead and the stats on how many sales calls it takes to close a 
sale with (and without) a trade show lead.   

These reports, entitled The Cost Effectiveness of Exhibition Participation, Parts I and II, 
can be purchased at www.ceir.org.  If you are a CEIR or IAEE member, you can download 
them for free. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦŀŎŜ-to-face contact made at a trade 
show.  CEIR conducted a survey among sales managers throughout the industry to 
determine that in order to make an initial, face-to-face visit with a potential customer, 
companies can expect to incur the following costs:   

 

 

This graphic is from the April 2010 Tradeshow Executive Magazine 

http://www.ceir.org/
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This graphic is from the April 2010 Tradeshow Executive Magazine 

Clearly, exhibiting is a significantly more cost-effective method of making that first, face-
to-face contact with a prospective customer ς saving a company, on average, $943 per 
prospect. The CEIR report goes on to calculate how much it costs to identify a 
prospective customer, and concludes that companies can save $347 per prospect 
through a lead at a trade show.  
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Other highlights from this report are shown below.  The graphics are from an April 2010 
issue of Tradeshow Executive. 

 

This graphic is from the April 2010 Tradeshow Executive Magazine 

 
HOW MUCH DOES IT COST TO CLOSE A SALE? 

Closing a sale starts and ends with less expense when that sale was initiated by a lead 
ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ ŀ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǎƘƻǿΦ Lƴ tŀǊǘ LL ƻŦ /9LwΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻƴ ŎƻǎǘǎΣ /9Lw ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ 
how much it costs to close a sale with and without that initial trade show lead.  The 
graphics are from the April 2010 edition of Tradeshow Executive. 

 

http://www.tradeshowexecutive.com/RecentIssues.asp
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.  

This graphic is from the April 2010 Tradeshow Executive Magazine 
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This graphic is from the April 2010 Tradeshow Executive Magazine 

The data is clear and convincing.  Exhibiting provides more than just brand awareness. It 
is a valuable marketing medium in that it can actually save the seller money in the sales 
process.  Exhibiting is simply a more cost-effective way to do business, as CEIR has 
illustrated above.   

SUMMER OF 2010 REPORT IN TRADESHOW EXECUTIVE MAGAZINE 

A new report was cited in the Tradeshow Executive Magazine.  The details of it are 
below: 

VSS Sees Slow but Steady Growth in Trade Show Spending Through 2014 

By Hil Anderson, senior editor 

New York, NY ς Spending on trade shows is expected to creep slowly but 
steadily higher in the coming four years, according to new estimates from 
Veronis Suhler Stevenson (VSS). 

http://www.tradeshowexecutive.com/news_online_main.asp?id=1060
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/ƘŜŎƪ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ [ŜǘΩǎ ¢ŀƭƪ ¢ǊŀŘŜ {Ƙƻǿǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ  

free and paid webinar education. 

http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/ 
 

 

hǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǎǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ нлмп ǿƛƭƭ ǊƛǎŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ п҈ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ 
as the world economy picks up steam, although it will likely be closer to 
2012 before trade show organizers see much noticeable improvement in 
space sales and space rates paid by exhibitors. 

ά²Ŝ ŦƻǊŜŎŀǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ нлмм ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ 
нлмн ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊΣέ Iŀƭ DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΣ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊ ƛƴ ±{{ {ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭ 
Funds, told Trade Show ExecutiveΦ ά!ǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƛŎƛƴƎΣ нлмл ǿŀǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ 
flat to 2009 and will stŀǊǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ нлммΦέ 

DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǿŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ 
communications spending in the U.S. conducted by VSS, the private 
equity firm that owns, or has owned, stakes in several major show 
organizers, including Hanley Wood, Advanstar Communications, Canon 
Communications LLC and Penton Media. The outlook for trade shows and 
b-to-b media in general was considered fairly rosy due to anticipated 
shifts in marketing spending from traditional general advertising to more 
targeted campaigns aimed at specific end users. 

SUMMARY ς WHAT DOES THIS ALL MEAN FOR YOU? 

Exhibitions hold value when an exhibitor commits to the experience and is well-
prepared for the event.  As shown in this Chapter there is solid and significant research 
which supports event participation.  These statistics can be used to show your 
management the worthiness of this marketing function. 

But how do you know when a show is ǊƛƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳΚ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƴŜȄǘΦ  

http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
http://www.letstalktradeshows.com/webinars-2/
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CHAPTER TWO: SHOULD YOU EXHIBIT? 

I once asked a show manager to tell me the most important criteria an exhibitor should 
ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƘƻƻǎƛƴƎ ŀ ǎƘƻǿΦ Ψ{ƛƳǇƭŜΣΩ ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ψƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ 
three things ς ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦΩ 

The first and most important question to ask your marketing and sales team in 
determining whether or not to include trade shows in your marketing mix is: Do our 
customers and prospects attend trade shows, and if so, which ones? In working with my 
clients over the years, I am amazed that when it gets down to it, often a company 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴΦ !ƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
customers, then do they really know their customers?  
 

 

 

5ƻƴΩǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀǎƪ ȅƻǳǊ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǘǘŜƴŘ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǎƘƻǿǎΦ 
Not only do you want to know if they attend them or have attended them in the past, 
but moreover you need to ascertain whether or not this attendance made a difference 
in their purchasing decisions.  

 
BE CAREFUL ABOUT YOUR ASSUMPTIONS ON EXHIBITING 

Before we delve into the assessment of which shows fit into your marketing strategy, 
ƭŜǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ HOW your team is making marketing decisions.  So often in the past 
ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƎƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǎƘƻǿΦ  Lƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ 
each show should be scrutinized for the contributions its makes. 
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However, the method for decision making process can have flawed assumptions.   My 
colleague Rick McPartlin and his co-founder Jane Adamson of The Revenue Game 
produce a monthly newsletter for executive clients entitled the CEO Challenge.   In a 
recent issue, they discussed decision making assumptions. 

I want to share a portion of the newsletter since there is a trade show case study.  This 
should cause some conversation around the water cooler in your office! 

 Assumption testing has always been important in organizations. 
wƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊΦ aŀǊƪŜǘǎ ŀǊŜ 
evolving so fast that the wrong assumptions can be fatal. 

 ²ƻǊǎŜ ȅŜǘΣ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘo routinely identify and test 
assumptions is a cultural defect that can be very difficult to 
correct. 

 
CASE STUDY 

Provided is a simple, true example of how one bad assumption leads to a myriad more. 
[ŜǘΩǎ ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀǘǘŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŀ ǘǊŀŘŜ ǎƘƻǿ with the assumption that the 
best way to succeed is to attract as many people as possible into the booth and get their 
contact information. 

Based on this master assumption ς we must attract as many people as possible τ the 
organization makes all of these secondary assumptions: 

 The booth needs to be huge and highly visible. 

 We need sensory devices, contests, premiums and actors. 

 ²ŜΩŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ōŜ ŀ ǎƘƻǿ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊ ǎƻ ƻǳǊ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ 
and the big banners. 

 ²ŜΩƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ƭŀōƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǘechnology in our booth so we can 
electronically swipe contact information and download the data in order 
to follow-up with everyone. 

 ²Ŝ ƴŜŜŘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ōƻƻǘƘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊΦ 

 We need to increase our trade show budget to X. 

 With this huge budget, the sales team must close $X million in new 
business from this effort. 

 This show will now require a significant effort from multiple departments 
ς sales, marketing, finance, operations, and the executive team who 
banks on lofty results to propel the business toward its quarterly and 
annual goals. 

http://www.therevenuegame.com/
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WHAT IF SOMEONE HAD SPOKEN UP? 

What if one person in the organization had been encouraged to challenge the initial 
master assumption? That person might have brought up these arguments: 

Having a lot oŦ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻǘƘ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŜŀƴ ǿŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǊŜŀƭ 
ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƛǊŜ ƪƛŎƪŜǊǎΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ 
ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǿΦ 

A massive effort to fill our database means lots of pre-show prep and post-show follow-
ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǘŜŀƳ ƻŦ ǎŀƭŜǎ ǊŜǇǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻǊ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ǘƻ ŀōǎƻǊō ŀƴ 
enormous influx of extra work hours. 

фл҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǿŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ǿƻƴΩǘ ōŜ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΣ ǎƻ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘ 
ǿŜΩƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ ǘƻ everyone and find the 10% who are real prospects. This effort will 
actually reduce sales time with qualified prospects. 

We know that 10-20% of the 90% non-customers will ask us to quote or send us RFPs, 
which will further reduce sales team time to sell strategic prospects. At the same time 
these extra RFPs will add to the work burden of the various support teams, decreasing 
their ability to meet their budgets. 

Since the post-show marketing program will require a big follow-up effort with limited 
staff, it will be a long time before we get to the 10% who are the qualified prospective 
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buyers. By that time, many of them will have already bought from someone else. We 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭǳŎƪȅ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ оо҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ мл҈ ǘƻ ōǳȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ƴŜǾŜǊ Ƙƛǘ ƻǳǊ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ 
at that rate. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳƻǊŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
show. And a challenger would have saved the organization many headaches and put 
millions back into the top and bottom lines. However, since nobody challenged the 
master assumption, the ramifications negatively affected the company and its strategy 
for a year. 

SOLUTION 

LŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǇǊƻŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎΣ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ 
ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ Χ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ Ǝŀƛƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘerable advantage by 
evolving into an organization that welcomes and benefits from this kind of consistent, 
strategic analysis. 

ACTION PLAN 

1. Make sure your organization supports assumption testing. 
 

There are two tests that demonstrate whether your organization is good 
at identifying and testing assumptions. 

First, when new employees join the organization, find out what they 
informally learn about the company and its culture. Preferred cultural 
norms pass from person to person. Listen carefully to what you hear. Are 
new employees inspired to challenge the status quo? To speak up in 
meetings? To drive new initiatives? Or are they encouraged to get along 
ŀƴŘ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŜŀŘǎ ƭƻǿΚ LŦ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴȅ ǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΣ ȅƻǳ 
have a serious cultural problem. 

Second, observe what gets rewarded and why. When team members 
question an assumption, what do they receive?  A look of annoyance, an 
eye roll, or a pat on the back? If a company wants a culture that identifies 
and tests assumptions, it must reward that behavior openly and 
consistently. 

2. {ǘŀǊǘ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩƭƭ ōŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƻǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊŜ 
being made. 

There are two basic categories of assumptions ς those made about the 
external marketplace and those made about and internal environment of 
the company. Here are just a few general examples of common 
assumptions companies make. 
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External Assumptions 

V Who are our best prospects and clients 
V ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƳŀǊƪŜǘǎΣ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ 
V What our competitors are doing 
V What will happen in the economy 
V Who our best suppliers and partners are and why 
V ²ƘƛŎƘ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜȅΩƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ 

 
Internal Assumptions 

V What our strategy is and where we want to be in X years 
V How teams, individuals and businesses should be evaluated and rewarded 

measured 
V The purpose for an existing policy, process, or metric 
V How the organization and teams should work together 
V Roles and impact of different teams and individuals 

 
3. Identify the risks. 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ȅƻǳΩŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ # 2 and test 
ŜŀŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƴŜΦ ¦ƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻǊ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭΦ 
Instead, you can start by requiring that assumptions simply be labeled as 
such. Separate the known facts from assumptions being made. 

How do you implement this step? First, keep a list of assumptions during 
any important discussion. Then when someone draws on one of those 
assumptions, ask two important questions: 

× ά²Ƙŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ȅƻǳ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΚέ [ƛǎǘŜƴ ŦƻǊ 
substantiation. If the answers are vague or hearsay or judgmental, 
then keep probing. 

 
× άLŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƛƭƭ ƛǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ 
ƘŀǊƳΚέ LŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ƛǎ bhΣ ǘƘŜƴ ƳƻǾŜ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘΣ ōǳǘ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ǿŀȅǎ 
to substantiate the assumption in the future. If the answer is YES, 
then testing is required. 

 

4.  Test the most costly, dangerous assumptions. 

For those assumptions that will cause substantial harm, focus your team 
to identify the best and fastest way to uncover the truth and mitigate the 
risk. The investigation could take numerous forms such as talking to 
customers or prospects, formal market research, internal surveys, 
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ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ άǎŜŎǊŜǘ ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΣέ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ 
who may have the true facts. 

5.  Encourage and reward the challengers. 

wŜƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ŀŘŀƎŜ άCƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ƴƻǘ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ǊƛƎƘǘΦέ ²ƘŜƴ 
ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǿƛƴΣ ŎǊŜŘƛǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ǘŜŀƳΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǎǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ 
ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΩǎ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Thus, an important way to encourage challenges is to publicly embrace 
ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ƭƻƴƎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻn every 
time someone asks a question, but it does mean that when someone 
challenges an assumption, it should be labeled, accepted, considered, 
and appreciated. 

LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
positive assumption testing. Negativity simply shuts down ideas. Positive 
assumption testing asks questions and forces to the surface thoughtful 
discussions: What evidence do we have that this is true right now? What 
ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛŦ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿǊƻƴƎΚ ²Ƙŀǘ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǿŜ ōŜ 
exploring if this assumption proved false? 

Finally, you can include assumption testing as a critical behavior that is 
expected and discussed during regular performance evaluations. That 
ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŜƭŜǾŀǘŜǎ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άǘƻƭŜǊŀǘŜŘέ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ǘƻ ŀ ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ. 

6.  LŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ όŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜƳύ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƴƴǳŀƭΣ 
quarterly and project-based plans. 

Make sure each assumption is clearly identified, and understand how the 
company will test and react to the results. Then make sure teams are 
testing and reporting back in real time. 

²ƘŜƴ ŀƴ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŀǳƭǘȅΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǇǳƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ 
team for the original assumption; instead, praise the team for identifying, 
testing, and preventing expensive mistakes that hinged from that 
assumption. Point out the importance of the new conclusion and the 
resulting benefit to the company. The team will now have a new direction 
based on facts, not assumptions, and that is worth celebrating. 

CONCLUSION 

Part of the benefit in testing assumptions is greater clarity, completeness 
and accuracy in cost considerations. Understand why there are different 
assumptions from different teams, or roles within the company, or from 
those that impact your success from outside the company (customers, 
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partners and vendors). Understanding their assumptions will help us see 
gaps, inhibitors, time considerations and cost impacts for all the parties. 

Exploring this material might challenge your marketing team, but if you execute the 
process outlined a better decision could be made on which shows should be on your 
calendar. 

RESEARCHING TRADE SHOWS 

Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻǎǇŜŎǘǎΩ Ƙŀōƛǘǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅΚ  
 
One solution is to conduct a market research study and cover this topic as well as other 
relevant trends within a focus group.  Look at whether or not your product is better 
shown in person.  Does it need explanation or education?  Some products, and some 
buyers, need both a touch factor ς literally or figuratively ς and a trust factor that can 
only come from face-to-face exposure.  Some buyers need the kind of intimate, 
kinesthetic environment that a trade show can provide, offering a memorable way to 
impact and engage customers by utilizing all their senses. Not all buyers of your 
products are the same.  Buyers are human ς meaning they are complicated.  Offering 
different learning styles to meet different needs widens your net.  
 

 

This graphic is from Exhibitor Magazine 


