






to develop a plan that will enhance and make memorable the trade show experience for your staff and 

potential booth visitors. 

These promotional products can also assist in another important aspect of trade show success and that 

is to reinforce your message; however, before they can perform, that message must be focused. Because 

every department in the company will invariably have an idea as to what that message should be and 

how the exhibit should look, now is the time to distill all that input down to just two or three key ideas. If 

this distillation does not take place early, the odds of having an ineffective hodgepodge of messages that 

will confuse your audience and limit your trade show ROI is highly probable. It is important to note that 

attendees will remember at most only one or two messages from your exhibit, so the effective exhibitor 

must ‘blend’ all those company ideas into a cohesive marketing plan that delivers a clear, focused and 

easily understood message. Answering the following questions may help to determine that message:

1.	 Why do attendees visit the show and what are their expectations?

2.	 Why does our company want to exhibit at this show? Are we introducing a new corporate image,  

a new product, or trying to capture qualified sales leads?

3.	 What do we want prospects to see and do when they enter our booth?

4.	 What do we want the audience to remember about our company?

5.	 What results do we want from the show and what information do we need to collect for timely,  

accurate post-show reports and follow-up?

With the message decided and upper management signed on to the idea, it is now time to begin 

developing the advance marketing plan that will help assure visitors at the booth.

Step Two: Stir In Customer Anticipation

If you want a crowd of qualified prospects at the booth, advance PR must be stirred into the mix. Since 

CEIR estimates that as many as three-quarters of show attendees know what exhibits they want to see 

before they get to the show, strong pre-show promotion is an essential ingredient for a successful show. 

Following are some suggested methods to assure that show attendees who are ready, willing and able 

to buy seek out your booth:

At least three months before the show have your publicity people get at least one feature article run in 

one major industry publication. Then send reprints of the article to your entire customer and prospect list 

with a letter indicating that this technology/product will be exhibited at your booth. If available consider 

including free show guest 

passes personalized with 

your company name and 

booth number, or custom 

invitations to an après show 

reception, seminar, party, 

etc. Include the information 

on a promotional product CD 

business card that includes 

show graphics, music, etc. 

and give these contacts a 

taste of what to expect. Nothing whets the interest like a good teaser.

Six weeks before the show start calling your top customers and prospects to set up meetings so that 

you are on their schedule. Don’t forget to confirm those meetings before the show.

Whatever you choose to mail make 
it original with promotional products 

and make sure it includes your 
company name and booth number.
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Lists of a show’s pre-registered attendees are often available and provide another source for potential 

prospects.  When addressing mailings to this group, use promotional products to make yours stand out 

from all the rest they will inevitably receive. Perhaps include a flip-flop with the mate available at your show 

booth or a watchband sans watch; your promotional products consultant should be able to provide some 

innovate two part products. Whatever you choose to mail make it original with promotional products and 

make sure it includes your company name and booth number.

As show time approaches re-use the press. This time with press releases to trade publications and local 

papers that will be covering the show. Make sure your release highlights something newsworthy about your 

exhibit to assure its publication and don’t neglect to prepare a press kit for the show. Make your company 

memorable by including an unusual exhibit related promotional product in your kit. 

Approach the official show hotels with the possibility of distributing a newsletter type flyer under guest’s 

doors between midnight and 6 AM the day the show opens. Whether arranged directly with hotels or 

through show management, 

hotel keycards imprinted with 

your logo or sales slogan and 

booth location are another 

interesting hotel promotional 

tie-in. Every time an attendee 

enters or exits the room your 

information is in their face. 

Some hotels also offer in-room 

video service, allowing your 

company the opportunity 

for a set price to showcase a short video presentation highlighting your product/service (three minutes 

is considered an ideal run time). Don’t forget to add a tagline with your booth number to the video so 

attendees can get the rest of the story. Because permission from hotels and/or show management is often 

required for these promotions remember to add time to your schedule for approvals.

In most cases, it is wise to limit the amount of advertising you do in publications distributed at the show 

because they are often lost in the paper blizzard that rains down on show attendees. However, many show 

sponsors now offer free linkage from the show sponsor’s home page to the exhibitors’ Web sites. Make 

sure to take advantage of this promotional opportunity by posting a photo of your exhibit and/or graphics 

theme on the home page and, if applicable, consider designing a computer demo to introduce your product 

to show attendees. 

Finally, whatever advance marketing approach you select, be sure you:

Know your audience •• – Make sure your audience cares about your bright ideas and that they will relate 

positively to them.

Focus your message •• – Humans only retain 50% of what they hear and 90% of that is forgotten in one 

minute or less, so focus the message.

Set specific objectives •• – Make sure everyone understands the show goals and all marketing efforts are 

geared to the realization of those goals.

Create an experience •• – Use presentations, promotions and multimedia to interact with and create an 

experience your audience won’t forget.

Humans only retain 50% of what  
they hear and 90% of that is 

forgotten in one minute or less, 
so focus the message.
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Step Three: Pre-Show Recipe Review

The pre-show meetings are essential parts of trade show success, they provide an opportunity for the 

booth staff to get together to review strategies and tactics. At these meetings, promotional products can 

help remove the stigma of just another meeting and make mandatory attendance less onerous. Serve 

beverages in stainless steel travel mugs emblazoned with the company logo, a good take along to the 

show. Attach buttons, light-up pins, or other baubles to handouts. Let your imagination run wild with a 

creative promotional products consultant and connect these items to your booth or company theme so the 

staff at the show can wear them. This is the time to discuss booth attire and to consider the possibility of 

high quality promotional wearables…shirts, jackets/blazers, hats, the variety available for consideration is 

numerous and bound to fit most themes and budgets.  

Because the pre-show meetings are an important part of show success, Dave Heyliger of Rocky 

Mountain Multimedia Inc. offered the following tips in his article, Trade Show Rehearsal:

Involve management in the meeting.••

Have a formal meeting structure.••

Use visual aids.••

Have high expectations.••

Include a booth tour or review.••

Spice up the presentation with humor. (Light up buttons?)••

Serve light refreshments, but skip the alcohol. (Travel mugs!)••

Perhaps most important of all, make these meetings memorable, exciting and upbeat so that they set 

the stage for show expectations. Staff members should leave these meetings anticipating a successful 

show and a creative use of promotional products can contribute to that atmosphere of success.

Step Four: Cook Up A Winner 
Because of the excellent planning that has gone before, the physical booth setup should proceed 

smoothly.  If your staff is responsible for setup consider providing special T-shirts or other incentives that 

bring a bit of humor to a generally thankless job. Also, to make sure that you maintain the established 

feelings of success and avoid last minute hassles during booth setup, consider a booth field kit. Depending 

on the size and complexity of your exhibit, it may be a full crate complete with tools and spare parts or a 

just a lint brush and roll of tape. Think about what you would kick yourself for not bringing and stock your 

kit accordingly, that way you will be prepared for most booth setup emergencies and avoid the frustration 

and expense of purchasing booth setup or maintenance items on the show floor. 

When designing and setting up a booth the following ‘construction’ tips should be kept in mind:

Use lighting •• – Some industry research indicates that lighting can increase awareness of your exhibit by 

30 to 50 percent.

Bold colors attract •• – Avoid neutral colors that make your exhibit blend in to the background.

Use graphics sparingly •• – Remember this is an exhibit to get the attendee’s attention; it is not a test to 

see how much information can fit in one booth. 

Place graphics above the sightline •• – If they are lower than 36 inches on a back wall graphics will not 

be seen when people are standing in front of them.
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Avoid draped tables •• – They tend to look cheap and fail to give an exhibit the ‘finished’ look that can be 

achieved with a manufactured modular system.

Size matters •• – Make sure that everything fits the booth (unless you are using large scale props as a 

draw) otherwise access becomes difficult and you risk presenting a hodgepodge rather than a custom 

booth appearance.

Change positions •• – Plan your booth layout so that your product demonstrations are located away from 

the clogged aisles so that serious customers can view them uninterrupted by tire-kickers.  

Raise it •• – If the show regulations permit, consider raising the floor of your exhibit a couple of inches and 

covering it with a brightly colored carpet to set your exhibit apart from others.

Don’t spread it •• – Placing literature, product samples and giveaways on a table for attendees to ‘grab 

and go’ defeat your show purpose which is to have the staff interact with visitors. 

Names count •• – Make sure to visibly display the product or company name most recognized by attendees. 

If you build it and they don’t know who you are, it is doubtful they will come.

Once the booth is setup, plan a walk-through with the booth staff to familiarize those who will be 

working the show with the layout flow, operation of any equipment and location of any literature. After the 

walk-through, consider a group lunch or dinner where staffers can relax and hash-out final details before 

show day.

 

Step Five: Presentation Counts 
It’s show time! This is what the last several months have 

been all about and now is the time to make sure that all that 

work pays off by remembering that the difference between 

success and failure is often all in the presentation. 

This is the time for show visitors to see, feel, smell, 

hear, or taste your product. If the product is tactile, have 

samples that potential buyers can touch. If it is a new 

software package, make sure that your exhibit area has 

multiple computer terminals available for attendees to try 

the package.  If you have an enclosed theater presentation, 

consider an electronic “peephole” – a small monitor that 

transmits an inside view of the theater via video camera. 

This will permit staffers to monitor the presentation 

without opening the entrance doors.

Every good presentation requires an adequate 

staff. No matter what your goal, you need at least 
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one person to “spot” you when you leave the booth to take a break or check out the competition. Experienced 

trade show exhibiters plan to have two staffers for every 100 square feet of exhibit space.

Because you have assembled and trained the best possible team, you should be assured that yours is a 

full-service and not a self-service booth. Your staff knows and understands the show’s goals and their role 

in reaching them. They are keenly aware of the show’s focus and they are trained to “stay on message”.  

They know presentation is important so they are well-groomed, friendly and knowledgeable. If you are 

launching a product, it goes without saying that all members of the staff are familiar with every aspect of 

the product. There is nothing anymore annoying to a potential buyer than having to wait until ‘John - the 

guy who knows everything about this product’ is available.

Finally, if you are offering a show special, your booth and staff flaunt it. Serious shoppers are always 

looking for a bargain, so make sure if you are offering one that attendees know about it and every staff 

member can explain all the details. Remember, if you discount it, more often then not they will come.

Step Six: Enjoy the Dessert 
Every exhibit needs a little froth to get attendees foaming at the mouth. After the presentation, it is time 

for dessert and at trade shows this generally is in the form of gimmicks and giveaways. All too often though 

these items receive the least amount of thought and often they can leave your potential customer with a 

bad taste for your company. It is for this reason that you must make sure that the gimmick and giveaways 

fit your company’s image and the sensibilities of your clients. This is also the area in which a professional 

promotional products consultant can be the most helpful.

Unless you are using giveaways to increase your name awareness, you should make qualification for 

giveaways selective and keep them out of sight.

You can further increase this selective process by using a lead card type entry form; however, it is 

important to make sure that the more hoops an attendee has to jump through to get a giveaway the more 

memorable and unique the giveaway. Remember, 

even if the giveaway is available to all visitors it 

should be theme-related and unique in someway 

to increase your company’s memorability.  After 

all, the expense of forgettable ‘copycat’ giveaways 

that end up in hotel wastebaskets hurts your trade 

show ROI. In addition, if you want potential clients 

to regard your company as an innovative leader in 

its field, it makes sense to consult a promotional 

products professional to insure that your giveaways 

project that image.

Often the most expensive giveaway is all that 

trade show literature. You remember the four-color 

brochure the staff spent a month designing that you 

found in piles by the exit trash bins! Literature is an 

important component in trade show marketing, but 

it needs to be used wisely to avoid needless waste. 

Many companies are avoiding the headaches and 

costs of shipping or hauling around heavy boxes 

of brochures by gathering contact information from 

remember the four-color 
brochure the staff spent  
a month designing that  
you found in piles by the  
exit trash bins! Literature  

is an important  
component in trade  

show marketing, but it 
needs to be used wisely 
to avoid needless waste.
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interested attendees and sending the literature after the show; however, the “let me scan you” approach 

without any qualification will often just increase lost ROI by the postage/shipping cost when your catalog/

literature still gets round filed by an unqualified “looker”.  

Smart companies that are still handing out literature are using it as a disengaging tool after they have 

qualified the prospect rather than distributing it to every random passerby.  These are often one or two-

color pieces that offer more information or brochures if the attendee makes a second, post-show contact. 

Really innovative companies have even started using a shirt-pocket-size CD filled with their company’s 

information as a show handout since these tend to catch the plane home with attendees and not linger in 

hotel rooms waiting for housekeeping.

Step Seven: Bring Them Back for Seconds

	 The lights have been dimmed and the show is over, but for those companies that want to 

maximize their trade show ROI the work is just beginning. That’s because the true measure of success 

in most things is decided before and after the main event. In sports, it’s the hours of practice before the 

game and the video tape review after the final whistle. In trade shows, it’s the planning before and the 

follow-up after the show. If your tradeshow ROI isn’t up to par consider this: According to the Center for 

Exhibition Industry Research, 80% of show leads aren’t followed up. That’s right 80% of those people you 

worked so hard to get to your booth never hear from you again! 

To help improve your batting average and increase your number of home runs consider a few of these tips:

Make follow up job one •• – When you return from a trade show do your lead follow up before everything 

else, including catching up on what you missed while you were out of the office.

Keep your promises •• – Don’t forget any promises you made in the 

booth…write them done in a tradeshow notebook. Also, make sure that 

you have enough brochures and product information sheets on hand 

so that you can send out requested information promptly.

Qualify leads at the show •• – Rank you leads by level of 

importance and interest as you are speaking with them at the show. 

After the show telephone your hottest ranked prospects within a 

week so they don’t become stale. Make sure the rest of your leads 

promptly receive a follow-up mailing. 

KISS them Hello •• – Remember the old KISS adage, even 

something as simple as a thank-you note can be used for follow-up, 

if it is sent immediately after the show. However, to make that kiss 

last longer, consider including a promotional product in your 

follow-up mailing that will help the prospect recall your 

company and its trade show exhibit theme. This 

may increase the likelihood that they say hello or 

return your voice mail message! 

Unless you want to kiss all that time, 

money, and effort you put into a trade show 

good-bye, don’t forget to follow-up! After all 

it’s always better the second time around 

and everyone knows the third time is the 

charm. �
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