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Trade Shows--A Review  


Trade shows, expositions, scientific/technical conferences, conventions.  The name may vary but the basic function of the activity represents a major industry marketing event.  They are “events that bring together, in a single location, a group of suppliers who set up physical exhibits of their products and services from a given industry or discipline”.  In 1988  in the United States alone, over 100,000 firms exhibited at some 11,000 business trade shows and spent over $9 billion. This must be compared to 1982’s   91,000 firms which exhibited at some 8000 trade shows at cost of $7 billion.  In ten year period  1980-1990, the number of trade shows went from 4500 to 10000.  Show visitation has reached at least 50 million and utilize the available 53 million square foot of space several times over every year. more than half of all industrial shows sold all available exhibit space--2 million square ft could not be accommodated.  Demand for space predicted to more than double over the next decade. Comdex 1990 with 118,000 attendees from over 100 countries and 1850 companies, 2.2 Million square feet of exhibit space  with over 1900 accredited press from throughout the world in attendance versus Hanover Fair with over 400,000 attendees and nearly 5000 companies.The trade show medium plays much larger role in Europe and other foreign countries than in U.S.


Trade Shows accounted for over 22-25% of the typical U.S. Business Market Promotional budget, second only to personal selling activity and ahead of print advertising and direct mail.  US businesses spend annually an approximately $9 Billion for exhibitors travel and labor costs  and $12 billion for exhibit costs (1984 U.S. only). Trade Show Bureau estimates industry itself generates $50 billion a year. 
 Industry estimates are this figure is growing by almost $1 billion a year during late eighties. Growth of exhibit space has averaged nearly fifteen percent annually during the seventies, slowing down to a smaller but sustainable 7-8 percent during the eighties. However, the 1991 recession cut growth to 3 to 4%. According to trade show week industry newsletter, number firms exhibiting at the 200 largest trade shows grew 7.7% between 1986 and 1987. During the seventies the number of new exhibitors increased at an average annual increase of 3-4% while in the eighties it has exceeded 7% annually.  Show attendance at the major shows  increased at an average of 3% per year during the seventies, rising to more than 6% during the eighties.


During the same time,  the annual budget allocation for trade shows increased from 73K in 1978 to $212 K by 1987.  Trade shows rank second behind only on-site selling in influencing buying decisions of industrial purchases. Nearly 44% of trade show visitor travel more than 400 miles to shows and spend more than $300 per person in transportation costs alone to attend the show..  The average delegate expenditures nearly $1000 per visit.  85% of attendees having buying influence.  The cost per visitor is one-third of a personal sales call.   In 1988, average total costs per visitor (including space rental, construction costs, freight, booth personal travel, living expenses, and salaries) was $133, still less than half the cost of a personal sales call.  It takes approximately 0.8 sales calls on average to close a sale initiated by a trade show lead while most estimates place the number required in the field to be five.  The cost differential is about 3.5 to 1 in favor of trade shows.  The advantages of using a trade show include: message delivered to a large number of qualified interested people (86% of all show attendees represent a buying influence, interested in a specific exhibited product or service and have not been called on by a sales rep lately); introduction of new products to large number of people; potential customers may be uncovered; enhanced goodwill; and free company publicity is gained. 

Importance of Trade shows to Selling Process
 
• identifying prospects, 


• servicing current accounts,


• introducing products, 


• improving corporate image,


• gathering competitor information 


• selling.  

Trade shows provide the opportunity to affect multiple phases of the industrial buying process in one location; they can create awareness in new prospects, reinforce existing customer relationships, provide product demonstrations for evaluation, establish relationships between vendors and prospects, and allow sales of products on the spot.  Trade shows  significantly influence industrial buying during the need recognition and vendor evaluation stages of the purchase process.


Trade shows do have their downside; Costs can range up to $39 or more per square foot, $7800 for 200 square foot booth; space costs are only 15% of a company’s total cost. lack of attention--trade shows lack substantive quantitative research. Space rental costs have more than doubled over the previous decade.  Tactical rather than strategic orientation might account for finding only 23% of execs think trade show effort is very effective.  All too often, a substantial number of corporate marketing and management executives still perceive trade shows as a non-selling activities or at best  R and R  or social activities for those employees that do attend. This is ascerbated by the fact that only 56% of firms participating in trade shows have specific objectives before participating in a given show. Only 46% of companies set goals before they exhibit, half are wishy washy one of three exhibitors do not set quantifiable objectives.  A SMU study found that more than forty percent of all first-time exhibitors fail to repeat; the typical exhibit reaches less than sixty percent of its prospects; few exhibitors do any preshow promotion to ensure that their key prospects reach their booth; booth personnel training has improved but leaves much to be desired; and lead qualification, tracking, and return on investment evaluation are functions unexplored by most exhibitors (only fourteen percent claim they track lead conversions to sales).  Barely seventeen percent of all exhibitors provide their management executives with ROI data.  Is it any wonder that many executives question the value of trade shows.  


The problem centers around the inability of many firms to measure quantifiably the return on their trade show investment. In the midst of tens of thousands of visitors among the thousand or so booths, the feeling exists that a company gets lost in the crowd.  This problem is greatest at nonselling shows featuring complex products for which the buying decision usually involves several people.  The buying process takes many months if not years, during which the role of the trade show is minimized or even totally overlooked.


Disadvantages with trade shows include: takes salespeople away from their territories;large shows cluttered, crowded, confusing environment;labor problems and unions;proliferation and excessive frequency;high proportion of sightseers as well as the  unknown effectiveness  on  return per dollar spent, difficulty  of measuring efficiency,high and rising costs of participation, an a growing feeling shows are boondoggles, perks.  With the fortunes companies spend on trade shows, surprisingly little is spent on researching its effectiveness.  


Proliferation of trade shows not only in both size and number, but in terms of specialization and regionalization seems to be occuring. This is primarily due to the ever increasing diversification of technology coupled with the medium’s apparent cost effectiveness. Two factors are behind the trend from national to regional trade shows: escalating travel costs and the discovery that most attendees to either national or regional shows are basically regional in nature.



*
*

Profiles of Trade Show Exhibitors and Attendees

Most shows draw an exclusive audience that cannot be reached by another show (54% of attendees did not attend any other exposition in 1987 versus 52% in 1990).


•most exhibitors (56%) do not train the people staffing their booths.


•78% don’t promote their exhibit prior to show


•83% do not analyze a shows value based on ROI


•as many as 80% of leads are never pursued.

What attracts people to an exposition are:


•50% to see new products, services, and developments.  In any particular show, sixteen percent of the audience is interested in seeing a specific product and six percent actually are planning to buy that product.  Fifty-seven percent expect to buy one or more of the products. Seventy nine percent of attendees have a buying influence. The average attendee spends two days at the exhibits, viewing them for a total of eight hours.  Sixty-two percent of a typical show’s audience do not attend any competitive show in the same field.


•15% general interest in subject area


•10% to see specific product or company


•9% to attend technical/educational sessions


•7% to obtain technical or product information

 A recent study by Incomm International in Chicago called “Why Visitors Attend Exhibits,” gives these reasons: To find solutions to known problems, to decide on or finalize vendor selection for post-show purchases, to identify new methods, to meet with technical experts, and to assess technical directions.


An  empirical study examined trade show performance along two dimensions: selling and non selling.  considered three types of factors that influence performance: industry influences, company influences, and trade show strategy influences.  

Factors affecting performance 



•number of prospective buyers in firm’s target market


•number of current and new competitors


•number of products a firm exhibits    


•show selection (horizontal vs. vertical),  


•higher if a firm has written objectives and has more customers

The need to set objectives is important.  Objectives for attending a trade show are many and  may include: company’s purpose;what message will be sent;prime prospect or target audience to be reached; advantages to national, regional, or local; efficiency/effectiveness balance;budget and projecting cost ratio per sales lead obtained; competition; marketing communications budget. In a trade show bureau survey, objectives given for entering a trade show included: new product introduction and evaluation (60%), leads/new contacts (83%), sales goals/orders, sales training, new reps or intermediaries, and image building.  Although sixty percent of companies have defined exhibit guidelines, only 36% say they set formal objectives (Donath 1980). Another estimate is only 56%  of exhibiting firms bother to set objectives and only 22% have preshow promotions .

Functions of a Trade Show


•identifying prospects (lead production 


•servicing current customers


•introducing new or modified products


•enhancing corporate image-- competitors, customers, industry and press


•testing new products


•improving/maintaining corporate morale


•gathering competitor information


•selling at show itself


•gaining access to key decision makers


•disseminating facts about products, services


•servicing current account problems.

Firms most likely to use trade shows are ones with:


•complex products


•high degree of customization


•in industries where sales are high


•command a premium price


•unit costs higher


•higher sales


•frequently purchased products 


•many people involved in the decision process. 

The firms that exhibited were concerned primarily with audience quality, audience quantity,display location, logistical aspects in that order.  Five of the to fiifteen attributes relate to the quality of the trade show audience: proportion of decision-makers in the audience, proportion of visitors in the company’s target market, limitations the show imposed on type of exhibitors, new contacts made last year, and the screening of show visitors.  Audience quality factors include total visitors to the booth the last year, total show attendance in previous years, and extent of promotion by show organizers.Also important in show selection include: booth position/location on floor, ability to specify/negotiate booth size and location, aisle traffic density, easy registration/preregistration, security, easily available moving in/moving out assistance, and move in/move out facilities. Among the least factors are show amenities such as exhibitors’ lounge, eating facilities, visitor parking, show scheduling, and timing factors.


In another study, exhibitors’ characteristics, the importance of trade shows to their overall marketing programs, and how many shows they attend each year were reviewed.  Attendees were primarily manufacturers of industrial products (70%) with industrial users (49%) or intermediaries (25%) as their principal customers.   Smaller and larger companies were the more avid users than medium size companies ($25 to 99 million).  Larger companies (over $100 million)were most likely to rate trade shows as  very important.Those companies with many products (2 to 9) but not too many (over 25) were those most likely to exhibit.    


More than ninety percent of the responding companies indicated that trade shows were very important or relatively important elements in their marketing programs.  More than fifty percent attend five or more trade shows a year with nearly a tenth attending 25 or more shows yearly.  The larger the company, the higher, on average, the number of trade shows exhibited at annually.  The greater the number of products in a company’s product line, the more trade shows it tends to exhibit at.   There is a direct relationship between market share and trade show participation: firms with greater than 20% market share average nearly twice as many shows per year (10) than those with less than 5% market share (5-6).


Swandby and Cox  as an annual Spring profile in Business Marketing during the decade of the the seventies and eighties (1980, 1988, 1990) evaluated Trade Shows via a series of indicators (based upon 55 separate audience surveys and a systematic probability sample of 800 to 1500 show attendees). This indicators, along with the ten to twenty  year trends,  are as follows:

 
Audience Quality:


•Net Buying Influences: the percentage of the show audience that has the final say, specifics, or recommends for purchase one or more of the types of products/services exhibited.This factor has remained relatively constant with 85% in 1987 to 86% in 1988 to 84% in 1989. This is a very stable index reporting 82% in 1979 and throughout the seventies and eighties have constantly shown results around 80%.


•Total Buying Plans: the percentage of the audience planning to buy one or more of the products/services displayed within 12 months after the show.  This factor does not count actual purchases on the show floor but measures future buying intentions which attendees report when surveyed.  This factor conservatively reflects buying intentions. This also has remained constant with  60% in 1987 to 61% in 1990.


•Audience Interest Factors: the percentage of the audience at the show that visits two out of 10 exhibits from a selected group of companies exhibiting. This could be stopping to talk, acquiring information. This is a function of the audience itself and the exhibits’ ability to attract visitors.  This has been trending slighly upwards with  45% (1987) up to 48% (1990). The more narrowly focused, the higher the audience interest factor tends to be; the more broad based a show the lower.  Decreases in audience interest usually are derived from an expanded show, more exhibitors and more space but with less proportionally increase in attendees.  Although the show grew, visitors did not see proportionally more exhibits, thus depressing measured audience interest.

Audience Activity


• Average time spent at each exhibit: calculated by dividing the average hours spent at exhibits  by the average number of exhibits visited. Attendees spent an average of 7.8 hours  (7.9 in 1988 , versus only 7.3 in 1990) viewing exhibits over an average of 2.0 days, stopped average 21 exhibits (1987 versus 26 in 1989). Average hours spent at the show has been relatively constant during the last two decades ranging from 7.5 in 1979 to slightly above 8.0 in the early eighties.  The average number of exhibits viewed also remains relatively constant from year to year at about 20.  Average time spent at each exhibit therefore also is relatively constant at approximately 20 minutes per exhibit.


 •Traffic Density: the average number of visitors who could theoretically occupy every 100 square feet of exhibit space during the time the trade show is open was 3.0 (1987) up to 3.2 in 1990.  Throughout the last twenty years, this factor has ranged between 3 and 4. A density factor of  6 is quite high and highly congested while a factor of 1 means traffic is extremely light.

Exhibit Performance



•Potential Audience: the percentage of the audience with a high interest in seeing a company’s types of products/services



• Exhibit Efficiency: the percentage potential audience that receives person-to-person contact at the company’s exhibit.  As an overall measure of an exhibit’s performance this factor was 64% (1987)--versus 62% in 1990. This rate has been been relatively constant in the nearly thirty years it has been calculated-around 60%.

 
•Personnel Performance: the quality and number of exhibit personnel on duty at the booth.  


• Product Interest: the percentage of booth visitors who said they were interested in seeing the company’s type of products/services.


• Buying Influence: the percentage of an average exhibit’s visitors who claimed a buying influence for its products/services


• Buying Plans: the percentage of an exhibit’s visitors who said they were planning to buy the company’s products/services as a result of what they saw at the show


• Memorability: the percentage of visitors who stopped at an exhibit and remember doing so eight to ten weeks after the show was 74% (1987) versus 71% in 1989.  Those visitors who don’t remember an exhibit meant it must not have much of an impact on them.  The average during the last twenty years has remained steady at around 70%.   Low memorability can be caused by poor personnel performance, insufficient corporate identification, low awareness of a company in an industry,  failing to follow-up inquiries or an overreaction to the exhibit by people who aren’t interested in the products displayed.


• CVR (Cost per visitor reached) reached  nearly $90 in 1989 up from 1986 ($86-87)This has been steadily increasing over the years, as would be expected, from $48 in 1976 to $ $58 in 1979.


• Top performing exhibit: an exhibit that reaches at least 70% of its potential audience at a CVR of less than the show average.  This is an exhibit that reaches its prospects more effectively, spends less per visitor reached. Top performers usually average less than half CVR of the average.


Other measures of effectiveness generally used by companies exhibiting in trade shows include (trade show bureau survey) : number of leads generated (71%),quantity of actual sales from these leads (46%),cost per lead generated (13%), feedback about the show given to sales force (32%), and the amount of literature distributed at the show.


In a Trade Show bureau survey of what information would be most helpful in increasing effectiveness, 45% said show audience quality characteristics, 34% techniques for improving exhibit performance, 29% cost effectiveness factors, 28% case histories on effective exhibits, 27% case histories on show justification, 21% on both exhibit design techniques and booth staffing and training techniques, and exhibition audits, exhibit design, and trade show industry size. 

What does a Visitor Remember in An Exhibit

• saw a demonstration, 


• were interested in products displayed,


• obtained literature, 


•  exhibit color and design 


• booth personnel. 


In another Trade Show Bureau survey, 83% of all companies did some pre-show promotion with  the most favorite tactic being personal invitation to key accounts (60%) followed by drop-line in regular ads (32%) and stuffer or direct mail (26%). By complementing exhibiting at a show by advertising, promotion and publicity, a company can assure those attending will want to stop and talk at its booth.   This is especially true at larger shows; the critical point is usually a show with 200 exhibitors or more, when the exhibiting company is making an intensive effort to attract its share of visitors.


Most companies appear to exhibit on an automatic basis, having exhibited on a regular basis for many years, they do not question their exhibition.  They found that the average firm considers trade shows fairly low in effectiveness, yet continue to exhibit because this medium is viewed as a good opportunity to introduce new products, to establish personal contacts with new prospects and to maintian corporate visibility. The benefits of analyzing competitors ranked ten (evaluating competitor’s products) and fourteenth (evaluate competitor’s marketing tactics) on the final list.  Small firms (sales less than $10 million) had a higher expectation of immediate direct sales  and indicated higher interest in using trade shows for competitive information gathering than did larger firms. 
