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Trade Shows or Expositions (American term ) or Trade Fairs (European) are one of the best way to enter a market—or find it. Here, in one place, you can find products or services to buy, sell products you manufacture or represent, and investigate what the competition is up to. Trade shows offer an opportunity not just to obtain sales orders but also to test product receptivity, research customer attitudes, acquire distributors and agents, circulate promotional material, capture leads, network with colleagues and keep on top of the competition. Exhibiting has three unique advantages; inexpensive person-to-person contact (provides a company leads at one-third the cost of an industrial sales call); information exchange between buyer and seller; and time compression in purchasing, or a shorter sales cycle. Trade shows cut the follow-up calls you must make to book an order from 5 to 1, and reduces by four-fifths the cost to book a new sale. 


By taking an exhibit booth, a company is essentially announcing its intention to enter the marketplace as a viable competitor. Trade fairs represent an excellent and cost-effective short-term method of market research and product introduction, domestically or internationally: Some international companies generate as much as 70 percent of their annual sales at international trade fairs. However, trade shows can be a distraction and a tremendous waste of time and energy if you don’t know how to work them properly. The most logical way to meet a number of prospects face-to-face is to exhibit products at a trade fair that showcases one specific, or several related, industries.


There are two main types of shows/fairs: horizontal or vertical. A horizontal show exhibits a wide variety of products. An example of this type of event is the Hamburg Fair in Germany which exhibits almost everything in both consumer and industrial goods.  A vertical exposition is product-specific; it may be limited, for example, to medical products, computers, or electronics. Electronica, held in Munich, Germany, each year, is a typical vertical show. Comdex is an example of a vertical exposition held in many countries around the world. Its largest event is held each November in Las Vegas, Nevada although smaller similar shows are held in strategic markets around the world (ie., Europe, Japan, South America, etc.). The most logical way to meet a number of prospects face-to-face is for a company to exhibit at a trade fair that showcases one specific or several related industries. For example, a micro-brewer could exhibit at a beverage show and/or at a specialty food event.


Expositions are further classified as either Association shows or Independent shows. Association shows are those which are sponsored by specific trade associations. Independent events are sponsored by organizations in the private business sector who specialize in show creation and management. It is very common to find a major magazine publisher involved in trade shows with an exhibit division as part of its organization. Conceptually, the advertisers in a magazine are your exhibiting companies while the readers represent the attendee base. Thus, there exists a great deal of synergy between the magazine division and the trade show division of many publishers throughout the world.


In the United States trade shows are also differientiated between business-to-business and consumer/public events. While the former is almost exclusively restricted to the trade, consumer events are open to the general public where pre-registration is not required but an entranced fee charged at the door.  Business-to business shows are usually be invitation with pre-registration a requirment. Boat, auto and home improvement shows are good examples of public events.


Trade fairs/shows date back in history to the time when most trade was centered at markets or fairs. International trade fairs have been a primary vehicle for reaching potential buyers and introducing products since the 16th century.  Among companies in Europe, they account for nearly 22 percent of media budgets.   The Frankfurt Book fair, for example, has been held regularly since the thirteenth century.  In the United States, trade events can trace their roots to the completion of the Chicago International Exposition building in 1872. 


In today’s international marketplace, trade fairs have emerged as “shop windows” where thousands of firms from many countries display their wares. For a company that is new to exporting, significant benefits can be gained from locating and using representatives, agents, or distributors in foreign countries. They are as familiar with their national marketplaces as a regional salesperson is with his or her territory in the United States. They understand local customs and regulatory procedures and can introduce their clients to top executives, guiding them through the nation’s business culture. Trade fairs can also be a fertile ground for cultivating new customers for small and mid-sized businesses; the entry time for exporting can be cut from six years to six months through wide usage of foreign trade fairs.   While 60 percent of business visitors at U.S. trade expositions expect to purchase an exhibited product within 2 months, nearly 100 percent of business persons at foreign fairs are buyers with order books in hands or distributors looking for products that can be sold in the U.S. European firms average 33 percent of marketing budget for trade fairs versus only 25   for U.S. percent  firms. At overseas events it’s not uncommon to observe a larger number of chief executives in attendance than one might see at a United States’ event. This is because CEOs of  foreign companies consider it part of their job to work the trade fair floors.   It’s also due to the need of the company to reinforce its commitment to do business in that country or region of the world. And, decisions that can be affected at the trade fair can be made face-to-face with the international prospect or customer. 


Internationally, trade fairs assume greater significance and exhibiting at trade events can be an extremely effective way to promote export products. In 1991, nearly 2,000 trade shows took place in over 75 countries, with the number of trade shows doubling in the last ten years.  In North America, a total of 4,400 trade shows of 50 booths or more will exhibit in 1996. And corporations now spend $3.6 billion a year to exhibit in trade shows, more than they spend on trade journal advertising.  


European trade fairs tend to be much larger than those found in the U.S.: the Cologne, Germany trade fairs bring together 28,000 exhibitors from 100 countries with 1.8 million buyers from 150 countries. Tradeshow Week reports that even a small country like Belgium is heavily involved in expositions as an effective tool to promote exports. In 1995, 34 trade fairs were held primarily in Brussels with 5,880 international companies exhibiting and attracting almost 500,000 attendees. Russia’s Expocentr, which was privatized in 1991, organizes trade shows/fairs.  In 1995, 90 shows were held with some 10,000 companies from 78 countries participating and which drew 3 million visitors.   American companies and exhibits are favored at overseas trade fairs because Americans are known to be on the cutting edge of technology and having an American firm with that technology at a trade show can attract  crowds. 


According to the U.S. Department of Commerce, approximately 4,000 U.S. Companies participated in overseas trade fairs and related events in 1995, a double digit increase over the number of participants in 1994 (US Department of Commerce).  West German trade fairs attracted over 400 U.S. exhibitors.  American attendees were estimated at  over 80,000.  American companies and exhibits are favored at overseas trade fairs because Americans are known to be on the cutting edge of technology and  having an American firm with that technology at a trade show can attract the crowds. Most Trade Fairs in the U.S. run only 3-5 days.  The Guangzhow (Canton) Fair in China is held semiannually and runs for a full month each half year.  The Hannover Fair runs for nearly two weeks. The importance of Hannover fair is that many companies budget 20-25 percent or more of their total marketing communications budget for trade fairs; it is not uncommon for 50-60 -70  percent or more of that to be budgeted for Hannover.  At the Hannover Fair, exhibitors can buy 12 year space contracts from the various trade associations that build exhibition halls on the fairgrounds (versus year to year as is common in the U.S.), about one-third of the stands stay in place year to year.


Potential exporters experience numerous difficulties at international trade shows. Reassigning domestic employees to man the international exhibit stand will not work since two types of export knowledge are required of a competent exporter, objective (or general) knowledge and experiential knowledge. While the former can be taught, the latter can only be learned. Thus, the international exhibits should be manned only by committed personnel who have such experiential knowledge.


Americans are known as being on the cutting edge of technology, and foreign fair managers favor U.S. exhibits because of the attention they attract. Yet because of their huge and homogeneous domestic market and the mixed reputation of trade shows in the United States, American companies have not been as aggressive as their counterparts abroad in venturing into  foreign markets. Thus, they have not been as committed to international trade show marketing. Yet, trade shows can be fertile grounds for cultivating new customers for small and mid-sized businesses. Thirty-nine American firms participated in a seven-day electronics production equipment exhibition in Osaka, Japan, and came home with $1.6 million in confirmed orders and estimates for the following year of $10.1 million.  Five of the companies were seeking Far Eastern agents and distributors through the show and each was able to sign a representative before the show closed. While typically only 20 percent of those attending a U.S. trade show have traveled a distance greater than a day’s drive, many foreign trade fairs attract 30 to 40 percent of their attendees from other countries.

                    *                                                             *




Advantages of Trade Shows 



•  They allow exporters to meet buyers directly; 



•  They provide first-hand exposure and interest  in overseas markets for 



their products; 



•   They allow firms to observe the competition; 



•    They allow for the gathering of marketing research data such as 




competitive reactions, product development and research, pricing 



structure and distribution structures. 



•  They are action-oriented and ideal for product demonstrations. Seeing 



products in action attracts crowds at show booths and invites 



attendees to ask questions and engage sales personnel.

France is more directly involved in trade fair export event sponsorship than any other European nation. Through the French Committee for External Economic Events (CFME), France sponsors more than 200 trade events each year. The British equivalent, the BOTB, picks up 5 percent of the costs to firms for establishing booths/stands at fairs; half of the BOTB marketing  expenditures go to trade fair activities. During 1989-1990, 8,000 individuals were subsidized to participate in nearly 350 fairs. Trade Fairs are also Germany’s principal method of providing opportunities for market exposures for small firms. The Confederation of German Trade Fair and Exhibition industries (AUMA) identifies, screens and rates more than 2,500 trade fairs and exhibitions worldwide and, oversees German participation in them. Each year it helps organize and manage more than 100 fairs held each year within Germany involving more than 100,000 exhibitors and drawing nearly 10 million participants. German states also are represented; NorthRhine-Westpahlia, for example, spends between 60 and 65 percent of its roughly $3 million annual export promotion budget on trade fairs and will cover nearly 50 percent of the costs of setting up and staffing exhibit booths. In the U.S., several states, including Colorado, Indiana, Kansas, South Dakota and Wyoming have established European style trade fair subsidy programs often covering as much as 50 percent of a company’s expense at approved international trade shows.


European trade fairs offer an excellent opportunity for U.S. exporters to develop contacts in Eastern Europe. In aggregate, the Cologne trade fairs bring together 28,000 exhibitors from 100 countries with 1.8 million buyers from 150 countries.  According to Plichard P. Humbert of the International Trade Association, “Participation in a trade fair is one of the best ways to test the potential of Europe and may be the most important step in a U.S. exporter’s European marketing plan.” Ten of the 20 largest trade show venues in the world are in Germany. Hanover with its CeBIT (information technologies)and its industrial fair (6,000 exhibitors for 600,000 visitors over a 2 week period), is Germany’s most important exhibition center. But Frankfurt where the popular IAA car show is held every other year, draws more msitors than Hanover. The Federation of German Trade Fair and Exhibitions indicated the number of exhibitors at Germany’s 102 major trade fairs was 120,000 occupying 6 million square meters with over 10 million visitors. In Cologne, 1 million visitors attended 24 trade fairs. Ousseldorf had 25 annual fairs. The annual Hanover Fair in Germany has over 5,000 exhibitors in 20 major categories. In 1990, 561,060 visitors attended; that same year Amsterdam’s 12-day Household Fair attracted more than 300,000 attendees.  The Paris Air Show is a biennial event. Over 2,000 exhibitors from over 40 countries displayed their products and services.


The new Tokyo International Convention Center with over 250,000 square meters of floor space will attract many shows. Yet Germany, with two-thirds of the most important trade fairs and exhibitions, still leads. Even with that much space, the T okyo center will rank no higher than third, less than Hanover Fair (with 461,000 square meters) and Cologne fairgrounds (with 263,000 square meters).


The trade show is another forum for selling. Cultural influences are just as important in the conduct of a trade fair as in the personal selling or advertising effort. For example, in Mexico, business people will not do business until a good relationship has been developed. At Mexican trade shows, it is common to find high level executives manning the booths/stands because a person’s title carries a great deal of weight. A majority of booths are run by the general managers and owners.  The intercultural, interpersonal contact that upper-level managerial peers form at these trade events can become long-term business relationships. Also, in Europe, because trade fairs are valued components of a firm’s marketing strategy, the caliber of the company’s staffing and its exhibit, reflects its position in the industry.  


In essence, at trade fairs you are inviting people to dine at your home so you want to put your best foot forward. Attendees tend to be owners, partners, and buying professionals. Decision making authority is more top-centered in Mexico and Europe than usually is the case in the United States.  However, a recent survey of 100 chief executive officers (CEO) from 500 major U.S. companies found that 82 percent had visited at least one company exhibit in 1989.  When attending a Mexican trade show, one should bring high level representation. Most events in Mexico begin late in the day and crowds tend to come towards the end of the show. Whereas U.S. attendees tend to program their visiting pattern from the directory of exhibitors, Mexican attendees proceed up and down the aisles in a methodoical manner. Mexican attendees like to see which companies are exhibiting first. They may pass up a booth or stand back and listen to a conversation that is going on and, if interested, they may come back to that booth/stand.  Lists of attendees are usually not distributed at Mexican or Euopean shows. Some American events provide partial lists or allow one to access attendee lists for a fee after the event.


While most U.S. shows run from 9 or 10 am until 4 or 5 pm, Mexican shows often do not open their doors until 2 or 3 pm and end at 8 or 9 pm. The peak times for trade shows in Mexico tend to be 6 to 8 pm. This is true throughout most of Latin America. Brazilian trade fairs usually start in the afternoon, sometimes even as late as 4 pm and run late into the evening hours, occasionally as late as 10 pm. A typical Brazilian trade fair may have only 60 to 100 exhibitors yet it will attract buyers from throughout the world. While it appears the trade events are less formal, one should not be misled by the informality of the Latin business person.


In the UK, manufacturing firms spend almost one-fourth of their promotional budget on trade fairs. It is not unusual for many European firms to spend up to fifty percent on fairs (versus less than one-sixth on average for an American firm).  The European style of exhibiting has been described as “listen and learn” as contrasted with the American method which he describes as “show and sell.” As a result, European corporations devote much more of their marketing and sales budgets to trade fairs. One major difference between the attendees of European and American trade fairs is that nearly all Europeans go to buy whereas only about 60 percent of the visitors at American events expect to buy in the near future. Many visitors from the general public typically attend in the U.S.; abroad most fairgoers are not just businesspersons but decision makers. Thus, trade fairs in the U.S. are not the major marketing tool that they are for European and Asian companies. The top l00 shows in German average 77,000 attendees versus 22,000 for the top 100 U.S. shows.  German Trade Fair industry benefits greatly from its networking, voluntary collaboration between organizations (“partnerschaft”). Trade associations are extensively involved with the trade fair organizer which results in a close working relationship been associations that represent visitors and exhibitors. 


Asian trade shows have many unwritten rules. Many of the best products are not displayed by exhibitors but are kept in a back room of a nearby hospitality suite in order to prevent competitors from copying new products. The only way to see the interesting products is to talk to a senior salesperson.  Avoid pushing a prospect at Asian shows. Asians like to take time to know the people and the company with which they will be working. Asians prefer friendly conversations as a prelude to nuts and bolts business discussions.Japanese exhibits at trade shows differ from those typical in the West. The booth will be constructed on the floor before an exposition, displayed during the show, and typically destroyed at the conclusion of the show. Reusing booths is not a typical Japanese practice.


Most international shows are built on raised flooring or on a platform; many show managements in Europe require all exhibits to be constructed on raised flooring with all electrical wiring, cables and telephone lines run under the platform.  Carpet and tiles are covered with protective covering during booth construction. Since Europe still has a hodge-podge of electical standards, transformers specific to each country must be used: an electric cord from a German computer will not plug into electrical outlets in the United Kingdom.  


Space in Europe is typically allotted on a first come first served basis. The regular routine (which is different than in the U.S.) is to pay for space without being able to select where your exhibit will be in the exposition hall. Show space is at a premium at the most popular trade shows and waiting list of two or three years is not uncommon. Experienced exhibitors often buy space two years in advance and begin working one year before the show to develop the booth theme and promotions. Space costs at European shows can be high, as much as five times that of a comparable American show and space. For example, the National Housewares Manufacturers’ Association at Chicago’s McCormick Place charges $4.75 per square foot, compared to $25 per square foot at a similar Ambiente Fair in Frankfurt, Germany. Although trade shows in Europe can be a bargain when the dollar is strong against most European currencies, that usually hasn’t been the case during recent years.  


The biggest mistake for an American firm to make is to assume and budget as if one were doing business in America. To reduce costs, many firms have booths constructed in Europe to take advantage of local craftsman’s expertise and knowledge and to reduce shipping costs. In some cases, exhibits can be built and finished on the floor. At the end of the show, the booth is then scrapped or the components sold to another exhibitor. 


Trade show booths/stands in Europe often include more amenities than their counterparts in the states: more comfortable meeting space and a wide range of refreshments, even to the point of serving alcohol. The Paris Air Show—held every other year during odd calendar years—included hospitality chalets on the Flight Line. Typical chalets include top notch restaurants and a full working office and hospitality room. European trade fair stands (booths) tend to be much larger and more elaborrate than their American counterparts, sometimes having an upper level with private conference rooms and featuring comprehensive exhibits and product demonstrations. Serious business and negotiations can be conducted on the spot. Telecom ‘95 displayed over 100,000 square meters of exhibiting space, attracted 150,000 visitors from around the world for a week in Geneva during October 1995. Among the booths were those with two story waterfalls and 200 seat theaters. Plane loads of customers were ferried in by exhibitors. Catered lunches, private concerts, and exclusive seminars were not atypical. Rent was $482 per square meter for ground level space and $164 for first floor. It required 150 person crews to work a 1200 square meter stand. Some of the exhibitor booth personnel stayed 2 hours away by train. ln some locations in Europe, hotel rooms are scarce and many participants stay in alternative accommodations, including private homes and even house boats.


In France, be prepared to conduct business in French; in other places, such as Switzerland, English will suffice. It is very helpful to have translator on hand for those people who may be excellent prospects but cannot speak English. It is also important to provide sales and product literature in the country’s language; translation slip sheets that can be inserted into English-language brochures. Your representative at the show should notice and respect cultural differences in dress, formality, and exchange of business cards.Name tags are a no-no at German trade shows. Use of badges is almost non-existent throughout Europe. In Europe, clothing is conservative. Manners are formal. It is best to refer to hosts by their titles. Do not address a stranger or new acquaintance by his or her first name. It is not offensive but may be considered bad manners. Among Europeans, it is expected that a Company’s CEO) or other senior executives be in attendance. 
 


Trade fair venues in some parts of the world may be poorly equipped and semi-skilled labor may be hard to find. Venues could even have dirt floors which reek havoc with sensitive electronic equipment. In Egypt, the only way to get things done is by paying a gratuity. Promotional giveaways can cause near riots in less developed countries. Every exhibit in China has crowd restraints or railing going around it.   In Saudi Arabia, one has to learn to work around the 7 fifteen minute prayer breaks Moslems take daily.


It is essential to get the best possible space. Find the spot where you’ll get the most traffic. Find out who is next to you. You don’t want to be next to someone who will distract your intended audience. Try to stay away from competitive booths. Make certain that your booth is manned by the right people, certain people are excellent at trade shows others are not.  Time is one of your costliest and most valuable assets, and you don’t want to waste it. You should find the most attractive way to display merchandise and tell your story. In planning show demonstrations, it is important to discover what power requirements exist in the country and arrange to obtain foreign equipment or for live demonstration or multi-media presentation.  For booth materials, know what materials are acceptable before your exhibit company begins fhe design process. In planning booth staffing, foreign buyers often expect a company’s CEO or other senior executives be in attendance.  Again, before exhibiting, attend and audit the event to understand the marketing environment that you will be experiencing as as an exhibitor. You’ll save much time, money and aggravation.


Trade shows are becoming increasingly specialized (promote a single or related industry category to unique audience; ie., vertical shows).  The company must decide on what trade show it will attend or exhibit in about a year in advance in order to make all the necessary arrangements. They must check to see if their material should be translated into the language of the host country . They must determine pnce information on products delivered to that country and prepare sales materials and aids.


Trade shows are a terrific place for an American manufacturer who wants to test the export waters. If you have a product that has been successful in the United States, have production capabilities you can expand, and know that your costs will go down if you can find more distribution, go to a trade show on a fact-finding expedition to audit the show and gather information about the market’s potential. Find out what products are directly competitive with yours. Then start talking to a few people about your product. Bring plenty of literature with you. Also make sure you either bring someone with you who really knows the language or arrange for a translator to travel with you. All major convention centers have translators for hire at rates that range from $10 to $20 per hour. The $75 or so a day is a smart investment.


Most importers aslo for price quotes to find out what the item will cost at the closest port of entry—Rotterdam, Le Havre, Naples, for example. It is wise to work in advance with a freight forwarder—usually the same one who shipped your display to the fair—to develop a list of c.i.f prices for different ports.   Mailing lists of prospective distributors in a trade fair’s country may be obtained from show organizers or the U.S. Department of Commerce. At the fair an exhibitor should display a sign welcoming inquiries about distributorships.   A company thinking of having its own booth (stand) at an overseas fair should not make such a decision before having a company representative visit the fair and audit the event. The U.S. and Foreign Commercial service of the U.S. Department of Commerce offers lists of potential agents for various products in a number of countries who can be contacted in advance by letter. Since many of the larger trade fairs also have their own agents’ and distributors’ services, it is advisable to check with the Department of Commerce to see if the fair organizer has been certified by the U.S. government. This certification is in effect a “Good Housekeeping” seal of approval and indicates the fair organizer is qualified to assist U.S. firms.  


A series of direct mail pieces will help establish interest among potential attendees and provide the vehicle for communicating any on-site promotions. A pre-exhibition direct mail program can be sent to the decsion-makersyou want to see at the convention offering them a premium or show special as an incentive to encourage them to stop by your stand (booth). A large supply of press kits should be brought tot the show’s press room. The kit should have  material pertinent to the show such as information on new products and technology introduced at your booth.  As with booth information, the press kit should be in the language of the host country. Multiple kits are frequently the order of the day as there may be more than one major language spoken by attendees (ie., in Europe, French, German & English).

*   *


The Department of Commerce Programs 


• Catalog Shows - An International Trade Administration official will display a 


company’s printed or video catalog at a foreign trade show and provide a 

marketing study on response to the firm’s product/service offerings.


• Certified Trade Mission - U.S. company officials participate in overseas meetings 

or 
technical seminars with senior government officials, as well as 


selected agents and distributors.


• Matchmaker Trade Delegations - U.S. officials arrange a host of meetings 


lastings from two to seven days, between U.S. companies and 



prospective agents, distributors or joint venture partners. 

