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Exhibitions as Communication

The Papers and Synopses

This is a list of the published papers which form part of this submission for the award 

of PhD by publication. Each reference is followed by a brief abstract.

Blythe, Jim and Rayner, Tony (1996); "The Evaluation of Non-Selling Activities at 

British Trade Exhibitions - An Exploratory Study". Marketing Intelligence and 

Planning, vol 14 no. 5. pp 20-24.

This paper reported on the results of a series of interviews with exhibitors. The 

research indicated that exhibitors did not regard non-selling activities as important, 

and did not evaluate their exhibition activities in any rigorous way. This indicated 

that a more general survey of exhibitors should be undertaken, and this study formed 

the basis for the later research.

Blythe, Jim (1997): Does Size Matter? Objectives and measures at UK trade 

exhibitions. Journal of Marketing Communications, vol 3 no 1 (March). Pp 51-59.

This paper reported on the relative propensity of large, small and medium-sized firms 

(judged by number of employees) to evaluate their exhibition activities, and to set 

objectives for them. Marked differences were found between large and small firms,



but it was the medium-sized firms which appeared to be the most likely to evaluate 

their activities.

Blythe, Jim (1998): Evaluation of Selling and Non-Selling Activities at UK Trade 

Exhibitions. Academy of Marketing Conference, July, Sheffield Hallam University. 

Pp 66-70.

This paper explored the propensity affirms to evaluate selling and non-selling 

activities at exhibitions. The finding was that non-selling activities were rarely 

evaluated, and were regarded as being of much lower importance than selling 

activities by the majority of exhibitors.

Blythe, Jim (1999a): Exhibitor Commitment and the Evaluation of Exhibition 

Activities. International Journal of Advertising, vol 18 no 1. pp 73-88.

This paper divided exhibitors into those who committed more than half of their 

marketing budgets to exhibitions, and those who committed less than half Highly- 

committed exhibitors tended to evaluate less than the lower-commitment firms, 

possibly due to the need for lower-commitment firms to evaluate against other 

marketing activities.

Blythe, Jim (1999b): Visitor and Exhibitor Expectations and Outcomes at Trade 

Exhibitions. Marketing Intelligence and Planning, vol. 17 no 2. pp 100-108



This paper compared visitor expectations with those of exhibitors, and found 

considerable incompatibility between what visitors wanted and what exhibitors 

provide.

Blythe, Jim (1999c): Learning by Doing: Frequency of Exhibiting at UK Trade 

Exhibitions. Journal of Marketing Communications vol. 5, no. 4. pp 207-221.

This paper demonstrated that frequent exhibitors tend to set more formal objectives, 

and (perhaps more importantly) they tend to evaluate their activities much more than 

do infrequent exhibitors. This may be due to a need to compare different exhibitions, 

or it may be due to a greater experience of exhibitions and a consequent 

understanding of the importance of objective-setting and evaluation.

Blythe, Jim (2000a): Objectives and measures at UK trade exhibitions. Journal of 

Marketing Management, vol 16, no 1. pp 203-222.

This paper compared objective setting behaviour and evaluation behaviour across a 

range of types of exhibitor. This paper brought together much of the research 

findings reported in the previous papers.

Skerlos, K. and Blythe, J. (2000): Ignoring the Audience: Exhibitors and Visitors at a 

Greek Trade Fair. Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference on Corporate and 

Marketing Communication, Erasmus University, Rotterdam 22" and 23 r May. Pp 1- 

18.



This paper was based on research conducted at a Greek trade fair, the TIP Fair in 

Thessalonika. A survey of visitors and exhibitors at the same trade fair was carried 

out, and a comparison made between what the visitors' objectives and the exhibitors' 

objectives. It was found that the two groups often had objectives which were mutually 

incompatible, thus reducing the possibilities for effective outcomes. The conclusion 

was that neither visitors' nor exhibitors' needs are being met as effectively as they 

might be: although the research was conducted in Greece, the findings are 

compatible with similar research in the UK, Spain and the USA.

Blythe, Jim (200la): The Huckster and the Fox: A Fable from the Exhibition Hall. 

Academy of Marketing Conference, July, Cardiff. Pp 1-22.

This paper developed the typology of exhibitors and visitors implied by the other 

papers.

Blythe, Jim (2002): Using Trade Fairs in Key Account Management. Industrial 

Marketing Management, 31, 2002 pp-627-635.

This paper expounded some of the practical implications inherent in the research, 

particularly regarding the role of exhibitions in developing relationships. Exhibition 

activities were mapped against the Millman-Wilson model of key account 

management to illustrate a more appropriate use of exhibition stands.



Abstract

This overview relates to a research programme conducted over some eight years. The 

research concerns exhibitions and trade fairs, and examines the communications 

issues thereof from both the exhibitors' viewpoint and the visitors' viewpoint.

The research was conducted from an interpretive viewpoint, using interviews and 

questionnaire surveys, and has both qualitative and quantitative aspects. The results of 

the research were mapped against models of communication and against traditional 

marketing models to assess the extent to which exhibitors are being realistic in their 

approach to exhibiting, given the characteristics and behaviour of visitors.

This does not, of course, provide a definitive answer as to the effectiveness or 

potential effectiveness of exhibitions as communications tools. What it does show is 

that exhibitors are, in many cases, setting inappropriate objectives and harbouring 

unrealistic expectations. The conclusion of the research outlines a model of how 

exhibitions work as a communications device, and provides evidence that 

miscommunication is occurring between exhibitors and visitors due to a failure on the 

part of exhibitors to understand how exhibitions can be used to best effect. The model 

is almost certainly relevant to other areas of marketing communication, and offers a 

new way of understanding the communications process, particularly in business-to- 

business contexts.

The overall finding of the research is that the majority of exhibitors are almost 

certainly harbouring unrealistic expectations, in particular regarding selling 

objectives, and that exhibitors do not always evaluate their activities as effectively as 

they might (particularly SMEs). These unrealistic expectations of what exhibitions 

can do for them are likely to lead many of them to the conclusion that exhibitions are



ineffective. From the visitor research it appears that exhibitions could be extremely 

effective in terms of communication objectives, but probably less so in terms of 

selling objectives: the overwhelming conclusion is that most exhibitors are directing 

their efforts in the wrong direction, and should (instead of concentrating on sales) be 

concentrating on other elements of the marketing mix.



OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH

Introduction

Almost any reviewer for an academic journal, on seeing a paper about exhibitions, 

prefaces the review with a statement to the effect that this is an under-researched area 

of marketing. In fact, one American researcher (Daniel C. Bello) confided to me that 

he has stopped researching trade fairs because journals are unable to find reviewers 

with sufficient knowledge of the topic.

The research reported here concerns exhibition and trade fair activities, and in 

particular the measures of effectiveness of those activities. In order to measure 

effectiveness, objectives need to be clearly laid down: in order for exhibitions to be 

effective, the objectives need to be realistic in the context of what an exhibition stand 

can achieve.

The objective of the research was to examine the objective setting and evaluation 

practices of exhibitors in the light of what is known about visitor behaviour, with the 

ultimate aim of determining whether these practices are appropriate.



Background

This research began as the result of an undergraduate dissertation which I supervised. 

The exploratory interviews conducted by Tony Rayner indicated that there was a 

potentially fruitful area for research: exhibitors seemed to be reporting that they did 

not evaluate their exhibition activities, and they were basically only interested in 

making sales. The findings of this exploratory study were published as a joint paper in 

1996.

This initial, very limited, study provided the basis for designing a questionnaire which 

was mailed out to 200 exhibitors drawn from two exhibitions. A total of 106 useable 

responses were obtained, and the analysis of these very comprehensive responses 

formed the basis for the next eight papers. The results were analysed according to the 

proportion of the firm's budget that was devoted to exhibitions, according to the size 

of the firms, according to the frequency of exhibiting. Comparisons were made 

between selling activities and non-selling activities, between those who evaluated 

their activities and those who did not, and even some blind alleys were investigated - 

the job title of the person responsible for organising the exhibition, for example.

Finally, a second student dissertation which I supervised (this time at MSc level) 

resulted in a simultaneous study of exhibitors and visitors at the same exhibition. This 

exhibition took place in Greece, and led to the conclusion that visitors and exhibitors 

were not communicating very well, since they were (in many cases) at the exhibition 

for incompatible reasons.

The results of this research were mapped against communications models and against 

selling models in order to generate the two most recent papers. Mapping against 

existing models offers the opportunity to re-examine the data and, indeed, the



conclusions drawn from a different angle. Some attendees (notably visitors) regard 

exhibitions as primarily communications devices or mechanisms for obtaining 

information, whereas other attendees (notably exhibitors) tend to regard exhibitions as 

selling devices. At the conceptual level, this leads to conflict of purpose: mapping 

against models of communication (or selling) gives insights into why one or other 

group might be right - although, in fact, there is no way of resolving the conceptual 

conflict between the groups, since each is arguing from a different set of premises.

Undoubtedly further analysis and mapping of the findings could be undertaken: so far 

the results have generated considerable interest in the exhibition industry, with articles 

appearing in the practitioner magazines and the newsletter of the Association of 

Exhibition Organisers, and also with my appearance as keynote speaker at the 

Venuemasters Conference in Manchester. Feedback from the industry suggests that 

the area of greatest interest to them is the relationship between the visitors and the 

exhibitors: this is likely to be the next area of study.
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The Role of Exhibitions

Exhibitions occupy an important place in marketing expenditure, especially for 

SMEs: firms employing 50 people or fewer predominantly expect to use exhibitions 

to meet new customers, and spend (on average) 47% of their total marketing budget 

on exhibitions (Blythe 1997). Expenditure on exhibitions is substantial: during 1997, 

£849m was spent on trade, consumer and agricultural shows in the UK, which was 

more than double the amount spent on radio advertising (£3 93m) and more than the 

advertising spend in consumer magazines (£660m) or business directories (£737m). 

(Marketing Pocket Book 1999). 15% of firms spend 90% or more of their marketing 

communications budget on exhibiting (Exhibition Venues Association 1997). 

Approximately 8% of the UK's overall marketing budget is spent on exhibiting (The 

Campaign Report 1992), although the Exhibition Venues Association figure indicates 

that there is a wide spread of apportionment of marketing expenditure.

Exhibitions have been seriously neglected by academic researchers: only a handful of 

American academics have researched the area, and only two studies have been 

published in the UK between 1990 and 1995, both of which resulted from the same 

research exercise.

The exact place exhibitions occupy in the marketing mix is open to debate, and some 

exhibitors appear not to know what the most appropriate role is for their exhibiting 

activities (Blythe and Rayner 1996). Aims for exhibiting can be divided broadly as 

selling and non-selling activities (Bonoma 1983, Bellizzi and Lipps 1984, Kerin and 

Cron 1987). Selling activities include lead generation, closing sales, finding new 

customers, qualifying leads, and prospecting. These activities are very commonly
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cited by exhibitors as their main reason for attending trade fairs (Blythe and Rayner 

1996, Blythe 1998).

Non-selling activities broadly categorise as meeting existing customers, enhancing the 

image of the company, carrying out general market research, meeting new distributors 

or agents, launching new products, and even enhancing staff morale. Most exhibitors 

do not rate these aims highly, with the exception of enhancing the company's image 

(Shipley, Egan and Wong 1993, Blythe 1998).

Exhibitions therefore spread across most or all of the elements of the marketing mix, 

and contribute to each one, although the emphasis is on communications. Exhibitions 

are sometimes seen as a tactical technique for achieving (or helping to achieve) 

specific marketing aims, and in most cases these aims are concerned with 

communication: contact with potential buyers is an important motivation for 

exhibitors, and obtaining up-to-date information is an important motivation for buyers 

(Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

There is controversy as to whether exhibitions "work" or not. (Bellizzi and Lipps 

1984, Sashi and Perretty 1992, Bello and Lohtia 1993, Herbig et al. 1994, 

Gopalakrishna et al 1995). Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) carried out a careful 

comparison between firms who exhibit and those who don't, and came to the 

conclusion that exhibitions are effective: other researchers, notably Bonoma (1983) 

and Sashi and Perretty (1992) report that exhibitions are not effective.

The question of exhibition effectiveness is difficult to answer for the following 

reasons:
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1. The question is too vague. Whether exhibitions are effective or not depends on the 

criteria being applied by the particular firm (or indeed researcher) at the particular 

exhibition being investigated.

2. Much depends on what the exhibition is supposed to achieve, i.e. what the original 

aim of the exhibitor is.

3. The degree of effectiveness is debatable, since the outcomes and costs are not 

necessarily measurable against other media.

4. Only a minority of exhibitors carry out any evaluation at all for most activities, 

and those which do evaluate tend to use soft measures such as "informal post 

mortem discussions" (Blythe 1998).

5. It is extremely difficult to isolate exhibition activities from other elements in the 

marketing communication mix, even supposing that exhibitions are regarded as 

part of that mix in the first place.

The research described in the following sections began, as do most studies of 

exhibitions, as an exercise in trying to determine whether exhibitions work: the 

naivety of this became clear early on, and the focus of the study shifted to an 

examination of the approaches companies use in measuring the effectiveness of 

exhibitions. This continued into a study of the conceptual basis of exhibitions, in 

particular the role of exhibitions as communications tools. The epistemology therefore 

developed from an attempt to discover a definitive answer to a specific problem, to a 

descriptive study of what exhibitors and visitors expect and do, and finally to a 

conceptual outline of how exhibitions fit into the overall marketing construct.
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Exhibition Research up to 1995

Exhibitions have predominantly been seen as a communications device, although they 

do in fact have a role in most marketing functions. Marketing communications theory 

has been overlaid for the past fifty years by the Schramm (1948 and 1971) model of 

communication. This is shown in Fig. 1.
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Fig 1; Schramm (1971) Model of the Communication Process.

This model (sometimes called the Magic Bullet or Conduit model) implies that 

communication is a process of passing intelligence from sender to receiver, with a 

distorting effect along the way caused by interference and noise. Interference is 

intelligent attempts to distort or interrupt the message: noise is non-intelligent 

background distortion or interruption. For example, in the exhibition context a visitor 

to a stand might be distracted by something happening on another stand (interference) 

or might be distracted by background noise in the exhibition venue (noise).
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Even within this restricted view of the role of exhibitions, much of the published 

research in the field concentrates on selling activities. Although some people 

(especially non-marketers) argue that all marketing activities are ultimately concerned 

with making sales, most marketers would reject this view, believing instead that 

marketing activities are concerned with facilitating and managing exchange processes 

by maximising customer satisfaction (Kotler 2000). This means that, in current 

marketing thinking, the focus is not on the single transaction represented by the sale, 

but is instead on the long-term relationship between the parties involved. There is a 

further implication that the distinction between the marketer and the customer will 

become blurred: because there is an exchange process, both parties should gain from 

it, which means that marketing is not something which is "done" to people, but is 

instead a process aimed at mutual benefit. Under this paradigm, the Schramm model 

is clearly obsolete, since it implies an unequal relationship between the transmitter 

and the receiver.

Published research about exhibitions shows that the Schramm model is widely 

accepted by researchers, at least implicitly. The prevailing view appears to be that 

exhibitions offer a magic-bullet communications tool which lays the emphasis on 

selling activities, implying that the visitors are passive in the process (Bonoma 1983, 

Moriarty and Spekman 1984, Kerin and Cron 1987, Shipley Egan and Wong 1993, 

Chonko, Tanner and McKee 1994, Tanner and Chonko 1995).

Bonoma's 1983 article in the Harvard Business Review distinguished between selling 

and non-selling activities at trade shows, but confirmed that the majority of exhibitors 

think in terms of selling objectives. Couretas (1984), referring to a particular firm's 

exhibiting activities, says the following:
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"In no other medium will all other elements come together. Advertising, 

publicity, sales promotion, product demonstrations, sales staff, key 

management, present and potential customers and many other elements join 

together in a live, multidimensional event. An event that offers the opportunity 

to impress key audience perceptions of Gould, its individual operations and 

product offerings." (Couretas 1984).

Kerin and Cron's 1987 paper on assessing trade shows reported that identifying new 

prospects, launching new products, and enhancing the corporate image were the three 

main reasons for exhibiting. The emphasis is thus placed on outward-bound 

communication, following closely on the Schramm model. Sashi and Perretty's 1992 

paper attempted to determine whether trade shows provide value, but reported 

somewhat inconclusively due to the lack of realistic evaluation of non-selling 

activities. The lack of evaluation of trade show activities is a common theme in the 

literature: Herbig et al. (1994) offer a range of possible ways of evaluating exhibition 

success or failure, but also indicate that these measures are infrequently applied. The 

measures quoted by Herbig et al. almost entirely relate to selling objectives, following 

the Schramm communications model.

Relatively little research had been conducted into visitors and their needs from 

exhibitions. Tanner and Chonko's 1995 paper on staffing practices suggested that 

firms adopt the same approach to exhibitions whatever their objectives, and in general 

did not tailor their approach according to visitors' needs. Bello and Lohtia (1993) 

considered the job descriptions of visitors, and showed that relatively few of them 

participate directly in buying. The paper suggests that salespeople should avoid 

dealing with people who are not directly concerned with buying, except for the
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purposes of being referred on to people who are connected with buying, so again the 

emphasis is on selling activities. Chonko, Tanner and McKee (1994) carried out 

research among visitors, concluding that visitors are often at the information- 

gathering stage in the buying process, rather than at the decision-making stage: this 

accorded well with earlier research by Moriarty and Spekman (1984). For this reason, 

many of them complained of "too much sales pitch" and of not having their needs met 

at the show. This in itself is evidence that exhibitors were thinking in terms of sales 

rather than marketing.

To summarise, the state of the literature up to 1995 was characterised by a heavy 

emphasis on selling activities, little reference to or interest in non-selling activities, 

and an almost exclusive use of the Schramm model of communication. Furthermore, 

the lack of a set of realistic measures for exhibition effectiveness meant that some 

doubt was being cast on whether exhibitions are, in fact, effective at all. Konopacki 

(1978) reported that 91% of marketing executives surveyed by Dun and Bradstreet 

said that they needed better means of evaluating performance.

The received wisdom regarding how exhibitions work (or do not work) is apparently 

as shown in Fig. 2. This diagram summarises what appeared to be the exhibitors' 

viewpoint on exhibitions, as reported by the academic research conducted up to that 

time.



17

Exhibitors' view of 
exhibitions

SELLING
OBJECTIVES:
making sales,

generating leads,
making useful contacts

Non-selling
objectives:
enhancing

company image,
market research

Visitors' view of 
exhibitions

MAKING 
PURCHASES

Seeing what is
available, and what

is new on the market

Fig. 2: Exhibitions as a Communications Tool Pre-1995

The diagram is constructed to emphasise that selling objectives rank above non- 

selling objectives in the exhibitors' view, and that visitors were thought to be more 

interested in buying than in seeing what is available and what is new on the market 

(Blythe 1998, Blythe 1999b). Moreover, exhibitors were still not in a position to state 

categorically how exhibitions work, or even whether exhibitions work at all.

Most of the foregoing research might have been assumed to be inapplicable to the UK 

situation, since it was conducted in the United States and Canada, where exhibitions 

might perhaps have a very different role. The reason for thinking that this might be so 

is that North America is a large place, where salespeople might typically have very 

large territories to cover, at considerable expense: within the UK distances are much 

shorter, and therefore the differential in cost between meeting buyers at an exhibition
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and meeting them at their offices might be expected to be considerably greater than 

would be the case in the UK. The same considerations apply to buyers: it may be 

realistic for buyers to do business at exhibitions rather than waste time and effort in 

seeing companies which are geographically widespread. Furthermore, the range of 

products exhibited, the scale of the exhibitions themselves, and even the size of the 

firms involved might be very different. In fact, these assumptions probably do not 

apply: where comparisons exist between UK and US research, it transpired that these 

differences were small or non-existent.

The only major piece of UK exhibition research published before 1995 was that 

carried out by Ship ley, Egan and Wong (1993) in which respondents were asked for 

their reasons for exhibiting, their reasons for not exhibiting, and their budget 

allocation methods at exhibitions. Interestingly, this survey showed that "taking sales 

orders" ranked relatively low in exhibitors' reasons for exhibiting: this was explained 

by the authors as being a characteristic of the particular exhibition used for the 

research. Other selling objectives (meeting new customers, promoting existing 

products and so forth) ranked higher for these respondents.
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Exhibition Research After 1995

Interest in exhibition research declined even further after 1995, with my own papers 

being the main contribution. Having said that, there were some attempts to consider 

the visitors and their needs. Munuera and Ruiz (1999) considered the exhibition 

organisers as service providers, and used Parasuraman et al's (1985) Servqual model 

to show gaps in the service provision of exhibitors. The Servqual model has been 

widely used in studies of service industries, although criticisms of its validity have 

now emerged: this view of exhibitions as providing a service to visitors is one of the 

few departures in the literature from the view of exhibitions as selling tools.

Gopalakrishna and Lilien (1995) proposed a descriptive model for industrial trade 

shows in which the visitor is moved through three stages of the buying process. The 

stages are as follows:

1. Attracting the target audience to the stand.

2. Contact with the target audience on the stand.

3. Conversion of contacts to leads.

This model seems almost insulting towards visitors, implying that they are passive 

recipients of whatever the exhibitor wishes to offer them. The same authors confirm 

that many exhibitors do not specify objectives or quantify them in any meaningful 

way.

DeKimpe et al. (1997) examined some ten-year-old data from the US and the UK 

exhibition industries and found that similarities between the two countries were
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greater than differences. The paper went on to delineate a mathematical model for 

calculating the attractiveness of the stand: again, the emphasis is on selling, and 

therefore implicitly on the Schramm model in which the visitors are seen as passive.

During the 1990s, then, the research indicated that there was a discrepancy between 

what exhibitors were expecting to happen at exhibitions and what was actually 

happening. The discrepancy came about largely because visitors' expectations and 

needs did not match up to what the exhibitors were providing, and equally what the 

exhibitors were hoping to gain from the exhibition did not match up to what the 

visitors were prepared to give.



21 

Research Methodology

The research was conducted utilising a variety of methodologies. The first paper, co- 

authored with Tony Rayner, was a piece of exploratory research which sought to 

identify the dimensions of the problem, in particular exhibitors' evaluation of non- 

selling objectives. This was essentially an interpretive, qualitative piece of research.

The rationale for using in-depth interviews was that it allowed respondents to explore 

all the issues surrounding their use of exhibitions as a promotional tool. Although we 

were primarily interested in the relationship between selling and non-selling activities 

at exhibitions, we were aware that other factors might impinge on the exhibitors' 

decision-making. Qualitative research using focus groups would also have been 

applicable, and might have worked better in that respondents might have triggered 

ideas from each other, but we rejected this alternative for two reasons: firstly, it would 

have been extremely difficult to bring a focus group together, since the respondents 

were scattered geographically and comprised marketing executives from different 

firms. Apart from the logistical difficulties of bringing such a group together, 

confidentiality issues would have precluded them from being entirely frank in their 

responses. Secondly, we were aware that some of the attitudes and information we 

were seeking might be embarrassing for respondents since they might feel that their 

behaviour would be seen as unprofessional. It is extremely difficult to address hidden 

attitudes in an open forum, for obvious reasons.

The interviews were semi-structured, and lasted, on average, around half an hour. A 

key question within the interviews was whether the respondent thought that 

exhibitions were a good way of achieving the company's marketing objectives. A 

second question, to follow on from this, was to ask respondents how they knew that
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the exhibition had been successful. This was intended to tease out the validity of the 

respondents' claims to know that exhibitons were successful. A respondent might well 

claim that exhibitions are successful because of a need to demonstrate professional 

credibility, but if the methods used for assessing the success (or otherwise) of the 

exhibition were ineffective, this would negate the answer.

As with any exploratory study, this research opened up more questions than it 

answered, but it has provided the basis for the design of a questionnaire which 

provided data for most of the remaining papers.

For the second phase of the research I decided to use a questionnaire because this 

would enable me to collect quantitative data from a large number of respondents. The 

questionnaire was designed around the issues raised in the interviews: the interviews 

supplied the dimensions of exhibitor behaviour, the questionnaire was intended to find 

out how widespread the behaviour was. Questionnaires have become somewhat 

controversial in that they restrict the possible answers that a respondent may give, and 

therefore will distort responses as respondents try to fit their true attitudes and 

behaviours into the parameters of the questionnaire. On the other hand, questionnaires 

are less likely to be affected by issues of privacy or by the personality of the 

researcher. This is not to say, of course, that questionnaires are entirely free from 

researcher bias: the way questions are phrased, the choice of respondent, and even the 

respondent's knowledge of the source of the questionnaire can all affect the 

responses.

The response rate from the questionnaire was high enough, and the responses 

sufficiently consistent internally, to suppose that no major bias had crept in although it 

is impossible to be absolutely certain. Having said that, where comparisons with other
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research are available, the results show a close correspondence, which seems to 

indicate that the questionnaire was as reliable as could be expected.

The same set of data was explored and analysed in several different ways: firstly, by 

the size of firm (Blythe 1997), then comparing the evaluation of selling and non- 

selling activities (Blythe 1998), then by looking at the level of commitment to 

exhibiting (Blythe 1999a), and finally by frequency of exhibiting (Blythe 1999c). 

Again, the research paradigm adopted was essentially interpretive: the exploratory 

research undertaken with Tony Rayner could be argued to have created the boundaries 

of the world which was to be studied in the later, quantitative research.

This study indicated that exhibitors were failing to evaluate their activities in any 

meaningful manner: few conducted any kind of research with visitors, and research on 

visitor expectations (Gramman 1993; Bello and Lohtia 1993; Chonko, Tanner and 

McKee 1994) seemed to indicate that visitors' needs were not being met as well as 

they might be.

Drawing together research into visitors' expectations and the existing findings on 

exhibitors' expectations resulted in a paper on visitor expectations and outcomes 

(Blythe 1999b). This was not entirely a satisfactory paper, however, because the 

research on visitors had been conducted by another author, at different exhibitions. 

The obvious next step was to conduct visitor and exhibitor research at the same 

exhibition.

This research was conducted by Kostas Skerlos, a Greek MSc students. The research 

he conducted for his dissertation, which I supervised, consisted of a survey of 150 

visitors and 150 exhibitors at a Greek trade fair. This resulted in a jointly-authored 

paper (Skerlos and Blythe 2000). This paper supported the view expressed in the
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earlier visitor and exhibitor comparison (Blythe 1999b), and offered some new 

avenues of exploration for researching visitor motivation. The data was analysed 

quantitatively, so it was possible to categorise the visitors in terms of their job roles 

and so forth. Visitors also gave their reasons for attending, and significant differences 

between visitor groups could be determined, but a reason for attending does not 

necessarily equate to a motivation. For example, a visitor might state that he or she is 

attending "to see the latest products" but a salesman making this statement may have 

very different underlying motivations than a technician, and both would have 

different motivations from those of a student.

In the summer of 1999,1 presented the earlier research findings (regarding objective- 

setting and outcome measurement among various exhibitor groups) at a Chartered 

Institute of Marketing seminar on marketing metrics. The then President of the 

Academy of Marketing, Professor Michael Baker, asked me to write up the 

presentation as a paper to be included in the Millenium Edition of the Journal of 

Marketing Management. This paper (Blythe 2000a) interpreted the data in a strategic 

management context, considering the effects of setting inappropriate objectives and 

failing to evaluate outcomes. The paper concluded that an over-emphasis on selling 

objectives meant that firms were failing to recognise the potential of exhibitions as 

public relations vehicles, or to exploit the potential for market research which 

exhibitions offer. At the same time, a widespread failure to evaluate exhibition 

activities effectively meant that exhibitors were unable to draw useful comparisons 

between exhibitions and other marketing communications media.

The final two papers were the result of applying models of communication (Blythe 

200 la) and models of key-account management (Blythe 200 Ib) to the data. This
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produced some new insights into the way exhibitions work. In the first instance, the 

communications needs of the visitors and the exhibitors were mapped against 

communications models in order to generate a possible typology of exhibitors and 

visitors, and in the second case the data was mapped against the Millman-Wilson 

KAM/PPF model to generate insights into how exhibitions can be used to manage the 

relationships between firms and their key customers at each stage of the relationship.
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The Research

The initial exploratory research was carried out qualitatively, by interviewing 

managers whose firms exhibited regularly (Blythe and Rayner 1996). The research 

was intended as an exploratory exercise: in common with most exploratory exercises, 

it raised more questions than it answered and it became clear that a more widespread 

and general research exercise would need to be undertaken. This second stage of the 

research was conducted using a questionnaire survey.

The questionnaire was designed using the dimensions identified from the exploratory 

research, and from the research carried out by Shipley, Egan and Wong (1993). The 

questionnaire divided into four parts, as follows:

1. Exhibitors were asked what their reasons were for exhibiting. They were offered a 

choice of 13 possible reasons, (identical to those developed by Shipley, Egan and 

Wong), and were asked to give each reason a score out often for importance.

2. They were then asked which of the reasons they set formal objectives for, i.e. 

which aims had been operationalised as objectives.

3. They were then asked how they evaluated whether the aims had been achieved. 

The evaluation methods were taken from the exploratory research, and were all 

methods which exhibitors had claimed to use.

4. Finally, exhibitors were asked about themselves and their companies. Specifically, 

they were asked about the size of firm, the job title of the person responsible for 

exhibition activities, the frequency of exhibiting, and the proportion of the budget 

the firm devoted to exhibitions.
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The questionnaires were mailed out to 200 companies, identified as a stratified sample 

from the catalogues of two exhibitions (the Spring Gift Fair at the NEC, and the What 

HiFi Sound and Vision Exhibition, held in Bristol). 106 useable responses were 

obtained (53%), a high figure for a postal questionnaire (Blythe 1997, Blythe 1999a, 

Blythe 1999b, Blythe 2000a).

The analysis of the questionnaires took some time, and resulted in most of the 

published papers. Undoubtedly further analysis could be undertaken of the data, since 

the number of possibilities for cross-tabulation and more sophisticated statistical 

analysis are almost endless. The data was, in the event, analysed in the following 

ways:

1. Frequency of exhibiting. Here it was found that frequent exhibitors tend to set 

formal objectives more often, but more importantly they tend to use more 

measures of effectiveness than do infrequent exhibitors (Blythe 1999b).

2. Commitment to exhibiting. Firms who commit a large proportion of their

promotional budget (over 50%) are less likely to exhibit in order to enhance the 

company's image, are less likely to set objectives, and use fewer evaluation 

measures: they are also less likely to use hard measures such as market research 

(Blythe 1999a).

3. Size of firm. Larger firms do not set as many objectives as smaller firms, but do 

tend to set objectives within areas that they can control. They also tend to use 

more hard measures than do smaller firms (Blythe 1997).
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4. Comparison of selling and non-selling activities. The setting of objectives appears 

to be a construct of the difficulty of evaluating, and the importance of the 

objective. Selling activities were rated as more important, and were also easier to 

evaluate, so they were evaluated far more often than non-selling activities (Blythe 

1998).

5. Objective setting was compared with evaluation. Most firms did not set objectives 

for any activity other than taking sales orders, and even when objectives were set, 

evaluation was sporadic or non-existent (Blythe 2000a).

The failure of exhibitors to evaluate is even more surprising when one considers that 

one of the methods proposed is "an informal post-mortem discussion." Apparently 

most exhibitors do not even discuss the exhibition when they get back to the office.

Comparison of visitor expectations and exhibitor expectations was explored in one of 

the papers (Blythe 1999b) and tested by a Masters' student, Kostas Skerlos, by 

running a survey of exhibitors and visitors at a Greek exhibition. The results of the 

analysis of the exhibitor responses from this exhibition were consistent with the 

results obtained from the UK research, suggesting that the cultural differences were 

not a significant factor. The findings of this research were presented as a joint- 

authored paper (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).
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Key Findings

The overwhelming conclusion of the corpus of work reported here is that most 

exhibitors appear to have little interest in anything other than selling at exhibitions, 

that they often do not set any formal objectives, and that they rarely evaluate their 

activities in any meaningful way. The findings of the Greek research also showed 

that, because the visitors' view (and expectation) of exhibitions is so different from 

the exhibitors' view and expectation, the level of communication is low, and often the 

level of satisfaction with the process is low for both parties. Visitors are, for the most 

part, on information-gathering expeditions when at exhibitions, whereas exhibitors 

tend to act as if all the visitors are imminent purchasers. Since most visitors do not 

have a role in the purchasing process, frustration and disappointment is almost 

inevitable for both parties. Where comparisons exist with American research, these 

findings are consistent.

Part of the problem is that exhibitors (and perhaps visitors also) seem to be wedded to 

the Schramm model of communications, which is now over fifty years old. 

Communications theory has moved on considerably in the intervening time: the 

application of some current theory to the problem is therefore likely to yield new 

insights.
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Exhibitions and the New Communications Theory

The modern view of communication is that it is a co-construction of meaning 

(Mantovani 1996). Under this model, information is a means to an end, produced and 

used by social actors to achieve their goals in daily life. Communication is not solely 

a process of information transfer - it is a process of constructing meanings from 

shared information. Meaning is therefore a social construct rather than an object 

which can be passed from one memory to another. Exhibitions are typically 

conducted as a dialogue between exhibitors and visitors, with face-to-face contact 

between the parties. Consequently, the opportunities for refining shared meanings, 

and therefore the effectiveness of communication between the exhibiting firm and its 

publics, is much greater than is the case with most marketing communications 

techniques.

Communication between individuals has a political and strategic dimension, and 

therefore communications between individuals will frequently be intended to control 

an outcome rather than convey information. Deetz (1992) showed that Schramm's 

conduit or magic bullet metaphor of communication is taken for granted in 

organisations as well as in most people's day-to-day thinking, so that individuals 

might expect that their communications would be taken at face value, or in other 

words as literal truth. This leads to an interesting conflict in that the accepted norm for 

communication is, according to Deetz, a simple transfer of information, whereas most 

people are communicating according to their own agendas and not necessarily telling 

the unvarnished truth.

This view of communication is represented in Fig. 3.
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Fig. 3: Communication as Shared Meaning

On each side of the diagram, the social actors are communicating using both 

straightforward information transfers, and political communications which are 

intended to control the outcome of the exchange. The resulting pool of information 

feeds meaning back to the social actors.

A useful metaphor for the communications process would be to imagine a group of 

people using an Ouija board. Each person's hand on the pointer exerts a small amount 

of influence over the meaning which comes through to all concerned, but at the 

metacommunication level other meanings may be apparent to individuals (for 

example, one of the group might believe that the message is coming through from the 

spirit world while another member thinks that someone in the group is exerting undue 

pressure on the pointer).
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Since marketing communications are intended to produce a specific outcome, it may 

be argued that they fall under the heading of political and strategic communications. If 

this is so, and exhibition visitors are aware of this, one might expect that marketing 

communications would be discounted. Conversely, if visitors believe in the conduit 

metaphor of communication, they might be expected to take the communication at 

face value. The probability is that a little of both goes on, but the fact remains that 

visitors are likely to make a judgement about the communication's intention as well 

as about its content. To extend the Ouija board analogy, a sceptic who discounts the 

marketers' word is analogous to the person who thinks someone is pushing the 

pointer, whereas someone who finds the marketers' words credible is analogous to the 

Ouija board user who believes in the spirit world.

Communication can be conveniently divided into those communications which the 

recipient seeks out (sought communications) and those which are initiated by the 

sender (unsought communications) (Blythe 2000b). From a marketer's viewpoint, 

sought communications are likely to be more successful - for example, the effect of a 

classified advertisement will probably be much higher than that from a display 

advertisement, because a potential customer will read the classifieds in search of 

something, whereas the same person may skip past the display advertisements.

In the case of exhibitions, the visitors are quite clearly seeking out at least some of the 

communication: provided exhibitors match their information provision closely to 

what the visitors are seeking out, an effective sharing of meaning should result 

(Blythe 1999b, Skerlos and Blythe 2000). Whether this communication translates into 

sales is another question (Blythe 200Ib).
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Semiotics is the study of signs in communication. In terms of semiotics, exhibitions 

provide signs about the company and its products. For some firms, the sign is the 

main reason for exhibiting - being at the exhibition at all gives a signal that the 

company is at the forefront of the industry, or at least is not one of the laggards. In 

most cases, though, the exhibition provides a vehicle by which signs are delivered. 

Sign systems of exhibitions are well-known: the stand, the suited personnel, the 

product samples, the brochures, the product demonstrations and the set-piece displays. 

Each system has an accepted etiquette, and indeed the visitors to exhibitions will also 

have a clear understanding of their role, and the expected role of the exhibitors.

Syntactics is the study of the syntax, or structure, of communications. In terms of 

syntactics, exhibitions tend to be stylised: the meaning of a brochure offered at an 

exhibition is not the same as the meaning of a brochure offered by a salesperson at a 

customer's office. Because exhibitions have a cultural structure of their own, the 

resulting meanings differ from those encountered outside the exhibition hall.
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Modelling the Exhibition Process

Exhibitors tend to view exhibitions as a selling device, a means of communicating the 

advantages of their products to the buyers (Blythe 1998). Exhibitors frequently 

operate as if unaware that most of the visitors to exhibitions are not, in fact, buyers 

(Blythe and Rayner 1996, Blythe 1997, 1999a, 1999b, 2000a, Gramman 1993, 

Skerlos and Blythe 2000, Chonko, Tanner and McKee 1994, Bello and Lohtia 1993, 

Munuera and Ruiz 1999): this tends to support the idea that exhibitors are working to 

the Schramm (1948) communications model. Using this model, the exhibitors would 

define the problem as follows (Blythe 2001a):

1. Message encoding: The exhibitor will rely on the salespeople to present the 

products in a way which will be of interest to the visitors.

2. The sender's and receiver's fields of experience would be expected to overlap on 

knowledge of the industry, some knowledge of the products and the competitors' 

products, and knowledge of how an exhibition works. Presumably shared cultural 

knowledge, such as a common language, would also be needed.

3. The message is a basic one, concerned with the benefits of the products.

4. Noise comes from the background activities of the exhibition. The large numbers 

of people who attend exhibitions create considerable distractions for the stand 

staff, and much of the stress of manning stands comes from the overcrowding 

inherent in the situation.

5. Interference comes from deliberate attempts by competitors and others to attract 

the attention of visitors.
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6. Feedback comes from the visitors themselves: their response to the stand. For the 

sales-orientated exhibitor, this is largely concerned with leads collected, orders 

won, and business cards collected.

If, as the evidence suggests, visitors are at an earlier stage in the buying cycle than the 

purchase stage (Moriarty and Spekman 1984), the visitors will have a different 

perspective which conflicts with the exhibitor's perspective. In these circumstances, 

the Schramm model will not be appropriate, and the Mantovani (1996) model is a 

closer representation of the situation.

If the Mantovani model is applied to exhibition activity, the visitors are not mere 

recipients of the exhibitors' messages. They are proactive in seeking information, and 

arrive at the exhibition with their own agendas for the type of information they seek. 

At the search stage of the buying cycle, visitors are likely to be applying a set of 

heuristics which may well conflict with the exhibitors' view of how an exhibition 

works - for example, exhibitors may believe that brochures are communications 

devices, whereas visitors may believe that brochures are physical evidence of their 

attendance at the exhibition (in other words, souvenirs). Likewise, exhibitors 

frequently give away free samples or promotional gifts: for the exhibitor, this is a way 

of generating a small sense of obligation on the part of the visitor. In normal 

circumstances, for example in a face-to-face selling situation, this would probably be 

the case: in the syntax of an exhibition, the visitor may well see the free gift as part of 

the personal benefit of visiting exhibitions, and will discount it or even feel a sense of 

satisfaction at getting something for nothing. The meaning generated is not "This is a
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good company to deal with": it is more likely to be "This company is foolishly 

providing freebies."

Regarding visitors, the job roles of the respondents quite clearly have a bearing on 

their reasons for visiting (Skerlos and Blythe 2000). At the Greek exhibition, sales 

and marketing people were much more likely to visit in order to see new products and 

developments (a Student's t-test revealed that this difference is significant at the 99% 

level). R&D people are significantly (99% level) more likely to want to discuss 

specific problems and talk to the experts. General managers are significantly more 

likely to want to visit in order to make business contacts, and people from engineering 

are more likely to attend in order to obtain technical or product information. The 

visitors' assessment of the exhibition was examined according to their job roles; the 

R&D people were significantly (95% confidence level) less satisfied with the 

exhibition than were the sales and marketing people. The engineers showed a similar 

pattern, which perhaps says more about the sales and marketing people than it does 

about the engineers (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

Clearly the visitors' experience of the show is related to their jobs; the job tends to 

dictate the visitors' needs and requirements from the show, and the degree to which 

these needs are met reflects in their satisfaction or otherwise with the exhibition.

Greek exhibitors, on the other hand, showed the same pattern of expectations as their 

British and American counterparts: the emphasis was strongly on making sales, with 

meeting new customers, launching new products and making sales as the first three 

reasons for exhibiting. Greek exhibitors showed an even lower propensity to set 

formal objectives, however (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).
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For both exhibitors and visitors there are strategic and tactical considerations 

involved. Strategically, exhibitors may be concerned with making sales, "sending" 

communications to visitors and others, and "receiving" communications from 

customers and others: visitors may be concerned with supplies (buying or seeking 

new suppliers), with information-gathering about technical issues or potential 

suppliers, or with entertainment aspects - seeing demonstrations or displays, 

collecting brochures to examine later, or collecting free gifts (Blythe 200la).
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A Revised Model of Exhibitions as a Communication Device

As a result of this research, Fig. 4 shows how exhibitions can be analysed in terms of 

exhibitors' and visitors' needs and expectations (Blythe 200la).
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Fig 4: Model of Exhibitions.
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The selling strategy (for exhibitors) involves taking orders, generating leads, and 

making useful contacts with potential customers (Blythe 1997, Blythe 1999a, Blythe 

2000a). The buyers' strategic objective of finding new sources of supply might 

involve placing orders, collecting brochures and other information, and making 

appointments to see sales representatives (Blythe 1999b, Skerlos and Blythe 2000). At 

this level, the exhibitors' needs and the buyers' needs are complementary, so effective 

communication might be expected: unfortunately, the evidence from the research is 

that visitors with this strategic intention are thin on the ground (Gramman 1993, Bello 

and Lohtia 1993, Blythe 1999a, Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

The exhibitors' outbound communication strategy is likely to be concerned with 

enhancing the company's image, with disseminating product information, and with 

establishing a brand or product presence. The corresponding strategic need for visitors 

is to gather information by collecting brochures, seeking out specific information 

from exhibitors, and (to an extent) keeping an open mind about the possibility of 

seeing something unexpected, but nonetheless interesting (Blythe 1999a, Skerlos and 

Blythe 2000).

For exhibitors, inbound communication (market research, gathering information about 

competitors and so forth) tends to have a lower priority. It has little or no connection 

with the third strategic need of visitors, which is the need for entertainment. The 

entertainment element of exhibition visiting may link to the exhibitors' desire to 

establish a brand or company presence, since visitors will go to demonstrations and 

displays and collect brochures and free gifts (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).
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This model conforms more closely with the research findings than does the pre-1995 

model of exhibitions, but has some weaknesses: the model does not take account of 

different types of exhibition, or of different types of exhibitor or visitor. The research 

on visitors and their motivations and needs is still somewhat limited, and there is a 

clear need for much more investigation in this area. This is also a priority for the 

exhibition industry and for exhibition practitioners.

Tactically, exhibitors might be categorised as follows (Blythe 2001 a):

1. Hucksters. These exhibitors are almost entirely concerned with making sales. 

They use various techniques to lure visitors onto their stands, and use enthusiastic 

sales presentations to obtain appointments or orders. In terms of the model shown 

in Fig. 4, the Hucksters are very much concerned with the selling aspects towards 

the top end of the exhibitors' strategy.

2. Respectables. These are often the industry leaders, whose stands are intended to 

enhance the corporate reputation. Respectables are mainly concerned with the 

middle and lower sections of the model, which relate to communications 

objectives.

3. Emperors. These are usually new exhibitors, hoping to acquire a presence in the 

marketplace by wearing the invisible clothing of an exhibition, but with little 

substance behind them. They hope that presence alone will be enough, without 

setting realistic objectives. Emperors might be operating at any point on the 

model, but have no real strategy because they set few objectives and evaluate very 

little of what they do.
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Hucksters appear to be in the majority. The research shows that 55% of firms set 

formal objectives for taking sales orders, 47% set objectives for meeting new 

customers, and 42% set objectives for launching new products (Blythe 2000a).

Respectables might be expected to place the emphasis on keeping up with the 

competition, or enhancing the company image: this type of exhibitor would be 

expected to give a high importance to these factors, and lower scores for sales-related 

issues. The evidence is that Respectables might account for between 10 and 20% of 

exhibitors (Blythe 2000).

Emperors might be expected to have several reasons for exhibiting, but not to set 

objectives for them: they account for about 20% of exhibitors (Blythe 2000).

Visitors can also be categorised, as follows (Blythe 1999a, Skerlos and Blythe 2000):

1. Tyre-kickers. People who have no intention to buy, and no power to do so, but 

who enjoy pretending that they do. Tyre-kickers function towards the lower end of 

the model, being concerned with entertainment and possibly having an 

information-seeking strategy.

2. Wheeler-dealers. People who have the power to buy, and the intention to do so, 

but who want to negotiate the best deal and will probably call on all the potential 

suppliers. Wheeler-dealers function at the upper end of the model, seeking sources 

of supply and to an extent information sources.

3. Technocrats. People who are interested in finding out about the technicalities of 

the products on display, often because they are engineers or technicians 

themselves. They are predominantly information seekers. Technocrats are seeking
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information, so they function mainly in the middle section of the visitors' strategic 

model.

4. Foxes. Visitors with an ulterior motive: those who have come to the exhibition to 

sell something to the exhibitors, for example, or to find out what their competitors 

are doing. Foxes could be considered as exhibitors who have had the foresight not 

to pay for a stand. Since their motives are obscure, they may well be attending in 

order to meet customers, generate sales, or seek information: thus they cross the 

boundaries between visitor and exhibitor in terms of their strategic objectives.

5. Day-trippers. Students, retired people, or others who have an interest in the 

industry but are simply enjoying an interesting day out (or day out of the office). 

Day-trippers are operating at the lower level of the model, seeking entertainment 

and some information. They are not in a position to seek sources of supply, since 

they are not buyers.

Tyre-kickers might be expected to place most emphasis on information sources, with 

a secondary interest in entertainment strategies. Gathering brochures is likely to be 

confined to the firms with which the tyre-kicker wants to relate.

Wheeler-dealers place strategic emphasis on sources of supply: they will seek to make 

appointments for salespeople to call, and may even place orders while visiting stands. 

These are the buyers, and the research indicates that they represent between 6% and 

8% of visitors (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

Technocrats would place the emphasis on information sources, would tend to collect 

brochures from almost everyone, and would be open to approaches from unsought
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sources. More than half of visitors to exhibitions say that their main reason for 

visiting is to see new products and developments, and 21% state that they are there to 

obtain technical information about products. Designers, engineers and R&D people 

accounted for 50% of the visitors to the TIP Exhibition (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

Foxes will tend to be information-seekers, but one category of fox (the ones who are 

there to sell to exhibitors) really fall into the category of exhibitors. The only real 

difference is that they have (in a typical foxy manner) avoided paying for a stand. 

26% of visitors to one exhibition gave their job titles as sales or marketing: clearly 

these were foxes (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

Day-trippers would operate under an entertainment strategy. Avid brochure- 

collectors, they would go to demonstrations and displays, and would be keen to 

collect free samples and gifts. Typical day-trippers would be students, administrators, 

and relatives of people in the other categories. The TIP survey revealed that 26% of 

the visitors to the show were general administrators, with no role in buying (Skerlos 

and Blythe 2000).
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Conclusions from the Research

Applying the Mantovani model of communication to exhibitions means shifting the 

emphasis away from exhibitors and giving equal status to the visitors' communication 

activities. If exhibitions are regarded as a communications tool, the interactive nature 

of the communication should be taken into account. What the research reported here 

demonstrates is that exhibitions do not work in the way that exhibitors and visitors 

appear to believe. Exhibitions are almost certainly inefficient as selling tools, but are 

(potentially at least) very effective as communications devices.

Exhibitions are, in some ways, the ultimate example of marketing excellence. All the 

interested parties, be they buyers, sellers, students, designers, influencers in the 

buying decision, or users of the products, are represented under one roof at one time. 

Each has come to trade in some way - each has needs to fulfil, and is prepared to 

spend time, effort and even money to fulfil those needs.

In most cases, exhibitors and visitors come away from the experience reasonably 

satisfied with the results (Skerlos and Blythe 2000). In others cases, there is a degree 

of disappointment. It seems likely that this is caused by a misunderstanding as to what 

exhibitions can achieve.

For exhibitors, the expectation (often fostered by the exhibition industry) is that most, 

even all, of the visitors are buyers, and that they can be persuaded to place orders. In 

fact, buyers are in the minority: exhibitors will often find themselves collecting names 

and addresses from tyre-kickers or foxes, imagining that they have collected a lead, 

only to find later that the "lead" turns out to be false. On the other hand, the tendency 

amongst some exhibitors to turf day-trippers off the stands may result in losing people 

who might influence purchases later.
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As for visitors, they hold the real power in the relationship (as any true marketer 

might expect). This is likely to mean that they are in a stronger position to ensure that 

their expectations are met: the evidence from Greece is that most visitors are satisfied 

with their experiences at the show, despite complaining about "too much 

selIing."(Sker!os and Blythe 2000). The wheeler-dealers are able to obtain a large 

amount of information and probably several competing quotations for their 

requirements, the tyre-kickers will have plenty of tyres to kick, the technocrats will be 

able to collect brochures and see prototypes, the foxes will be able to work out their 

own agendas, and the day-trippers will have an interesting and lucrative day out, with 

plenty of souvenirs to take away.

The overall finding of the research is that the majority of exhibitors are almost 

certainly harbouring unrealistic expectations, in particular regarding selling 

objectives, and that exhibitors do not always evaluate their activities as effectively as 

they might (particularly SMEs). These unrealistic expectations of what exhibitions 

can do for them are likely to lead many of them to the conclusion that exhibitions are 

ineffective. From the visitor research it appears that exhibitions could be extremely 

effective in terms of communication objectives, but probably less so in terms of 

selling objectives: the overwhelming conclusion is that most exhibitors are directing 

their efforts in the wrong direction, and should (instead of concentrating on sales) be 

concentrating on other elements of the marketing mix.

This has implications for most aspects of running an exhibition, from the manning of 

the stand through to the way exhibitors prepare for the exhibition. This has far- 

reaching implications for the UK exhibition industry as well as for exhibitors: the
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current emphasis on selling needs to be dropped in favour of an emphasis on 

marketing and on relationship building (Blythe 2001b).
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Contribution to Knowledge

The contribution to knowledge resulting from this research is that exhibitors are 

failing, for the most part, to obtain maximum benefit from their exhibition activities. 

The reason for this is that they are taking too narrow a view of exhibitions, seeing 

them as a selling tool rather than as an opportunity to relate to their business partnesr 

at several levels. Concentration on the relationship between the buyer and the 

salesperson is too narrow a focus: the conceptual model of exhibitions as a 

communication tool implies that communication could be taking place at many more 

levels within the organisations concerned, with greatly increased benefits for both 

visitors and exhibitors. Currently, exhibitors are operating mainly at the upper end of 

the model (looking for sales) whereas most visitors are operating at the lower end of 

the model (seeking information). This demonstrates a profound lack of 

communication between exhibitors and visitors.

This is clearly implicit in the model of the typologies of visitors and exhibitors. Of the 

five types of visitor identified in the model, exhibitors are (for the most part) only 

interested in one type. This groups also happens to be the smallest group, and 

probably the most difficult to establish a relationship with. There is, therefore, a 

largely wasted opportunity.

The communications model postulated here would probably have parallels in other 

areas of marketing communications. Any failure to consider the information needs of 

the target audience is likely to lead to miscommunication, but a failure to understand 

the strategy and tactics of the prospective recipients of the communication is to 

assume that these individuals are passive recipients of communications rather than 

active participants in the process.
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Limitations of the Research

The research reported here is based on a limited sample of exhibitors and visitors, at a 

limited number of exhibitions. Exhibitions and trade fairs are diverse, and research in 

general has been limited in both scope and quantity. This research offers a description 

of an observation rather than a definitive answer, and most of the reasons for the 

behaviour of both exhibitors and visitors have yet to be uncovered.

The statistical analysis of the data could be continued further: the nature of the 

questionnaires is such that many different angles could be examined. A follow-up 

study of the exhibitors to determine their satisfaction (or otherwise) with the 

exhibition would have given new insights, as would a follow-up study to find out 

whether the exhibitors continued to attend the same exhibition in future years. The 

research (as it stands) also gives no reasons why exhibitors do not evaluate their 

activities effectively, or why they emphasise selling activities, or why some exhibitors 

seem convinced that exhibitions are wonderful while others regards them as a 

marginal activity at best.

A further qualitative study of exhibitors would certainly help to cast some light on 

these aspects of exhibiting. Qualitative studies are generally better than quantitative 

studies for examining the reasons for behaviour, and a large-scale set of interviews 

would certainly generate new insights in this area. Focus groups would also be a 

useful method, but are likely to prove problematical since it might be difficult to 

persuade a large enough group of exhibitors to come together for the purpose. The 

only time such a group is likely to be under one roof is at an actual exhibition, when 

presumably these individuals would have more pressing problems to deal with.
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Further Research

So little work has been carried out in researching exhibitions that almost any research 

topic will yield interesting and useful results. From the viewpoint of the exhibition 

industry, the most pressing areas for further research are as follows:

1. Research into why exhibitors do not evaluate what they are doing at 

exhibitions.

2. Research into visitor motivations and behaviour.

3. Comparisons between exhibitions and other forms of marketing

communication - currently, such comparisons as exist are between exhibitions 

and other lead-generation methods, which is probably too narrow a focus.

4. "Best-practice" studies to find out what objectives in exhibiting are most 

likely to be attainable.

Currently, the research continues by means of postgraduate student dissertations. The 

Association of Exhibition Organisers has expressed interest in backing the research, 

but has no funding currently available. At present, research is ongoing to support the 

model of visitor typologies outlined in Blythe (2001a), and also to examine aspects of 

visitor motivation. The exhibition industry is mainly interested in what visitors do and 

do not do, so it is likely that this is the area that will receive most attention.

In the meantime, it seems that exhibitors will continue exhibiting, and visitors will 

continue visiting, each frequently finding the experience less rewarding than it might 

otherwise have been.



50 

References

Advertising Association 2000: Marketing Pocket Book (Henley-on-Thames, NTC 

Publications)

Collins, B.C. (1992): Qualitative research as Art: toward a holistic process. Theory 

into Practice XXXI no. 2, pp 181-6.

Rosengren K.E. (1999): Communication: An Introduction. London: Sage 

Publications.

Sharland, Alex: and Balogh, Peter (1996): "The Value of Nonselling Activities at 

International Trade Shows" Industrial Marketing Management 25, 59-66.

Advertising Association 1999: Marketing Pocket Book (Henley-on-Thames, NTC 

Publications)

Bellizzi, Joseph A., and Lipps Delilah J. (1984): "Managerial Guidelines for Trade 

Show Effectiveness" Industrial Marketing Management 13, pp 49-52.

Bello, Daniel C. and Lohtia, Ritu (1993): "Improving Trade Show Effectiveness by 

Analyzing Attendees". Industrial Marketing Management 22, pp 311-318.

Blythe, Jim (1997): Does Size Matter? Objectives and measures at UK trade 

exhibitions. Journal of Marketing Communications, vol 3 no 1 (March) pp 51-59.

Blythe, Jim (1998): Evaluation of Selling and Non-Selling Activities at UK Trade 

Exhibitions. Academy of Marketing Conference, July, Sheffield Hallam University pp 

66-70.



51

Blythe, Jim (1999a): Exhibitor Commitment and the Evaluation of Exhibition 

Activities. International Journal of Advertising, vol 18 no 1 pp 73-88.

Blythe, Jim (1999b): Visitor expectations and outcomes at trade exhibitions. 

Marketing Intelligence and Planning, Feb pp 100-108.

Blythe, Jim (1999c): Learning by Doing: Frequency of Exhibiting at UK Trade 

Exhibitions. Journal of Marketing Communications 5, pp 207-221.

Blythe, Jim (2000a): Objectives and measures at UK trade exhibitions. Journal of 

Marketing Management, vol 16, no 1 pp 203-222.

Blythe, Jim (2000b): Marketing Communications: Harlow, Financial Times Prentice 

Hall.

Blythe, Jim (200la): The Huckster and the Fox: A Fable from the Exhibition Hall. 

Academy of Marketing Conference, July, Cardiff.

Blythe, Jim (2001b): The Role of Exhibitions in Key Account Management. The Fifth 

International Symposium on Selling and Major Account Management. July, 

Southampton.

Blythe, Jim and Rayner, Tony (1996); "The Evaluation of Non-Selling Activities at 

British Trade Exhibitions - An Exploratory Study". Marketing Intelligence and 

Planning, vol 14 no. 5.

Bonoma, Thomas V. (1983): "Get More out of your Trade Shows" Harvard Business 

Review 6l,pp 75-83.



52

Chonko, Lawrence B., Tanner Jr., John F., and McKee, Joyce (1994): "Matching 

Trade Show Staff to Prospects" Marketing Management 3, pp 40-43.

Couretas, J. (1984): Trade Shows and the Strategic Mainstream. Business Marketing 

69, pp 64-70.

Deetz, S.A. (1992): Democracy in the Age of Corporate Colonization: Developments 

in the Communication and the Politics of Everyday Life Albany, N.Y.: State 

University of New York Press.

Dekimpe M.G., Francois, P., Gopalakrishna, S., Lilien, G.L., and Van den Bulte, C. 

(1997): Generalizing about trade show effectiveness: a cross-national comparison. 

Journal of Marketing vol 61 (Oct) pp 55-64.

Exhibition Venues Association (1997): "UK Exhibition Facts 1997" (London: EVA)

Gopalakrishna, S. and Lilien, G.L. (1995): A Three-Stage Model of Industrial Trade 

Show Performance. Marketing Science Vol 14 no 1 (winter).

Gopalakrishna, S., Lilien, Gary L., Williams, Jerome D., and Sequeira, lan K. (1995): 

"Do Trade Shows Pay Off?" Journal of Marketing 59 (July) pp 75-83.

Gramann, Jill (1993): "Independent Market Research". Centre Exhibitions, National 

Exhibition Centre.

Herbig, Paul, O'Hara, Brad, and Palumbo, Fred (1994): Measuring trade show 

effectiveness: an effective exercise? Industrial Marketing Management 23 pp 165- 

170.



53

Kerin, Roger A., & Cron, William L., (1987): "Assessing Trade Show Functions and 

Performance; An Exploratory Study" Journal of Marketing 51, pp 87-94

Konopacki, A. (1978): More products, competition and companies = more exhibit 

dollars. Industrial Marketing, vol 63, p. 71.

Kotler, P. (2000): Marketing Management: International Millenium Edition (London: 

Prentice-Hall).

Mantovani, G. (1996): New Communication Environments: From Everyday to 

Virtual. London: Taylor and Francis.

Moriarty, Rowland T., and Spekman, Robert E. (1984): "An Empirical Investigation 

of the Information Sources Used During the Industrial Buying Process" Journal of 

Marketing Research 21, 13 7-147.

Munuera, Jose L., and Ruiz, S. (1999): Trade fairs as services: a look at visitors' 

objectives in spain. Journal of Business Research vol 44 no 1 pp 17-24.

Parasuraman, A., Zeithaml, V.A., and Berry, L.L. (1985): A conceptual model of 

service quality and its implications for future research. Journal of Marketing, 49 

(Fall).

Sashi, C.M., and Perrerty, Jim (1992): "Do Trade Shows Provide Value?" Industrial 

Marketing Management 21, pp 249-255.

Schramm W.A. (1971): The nature of communication between humans. In Schramm, 

W.A. and Roberts, D.F. (eds) The Process and Effects of Mass Communication. 

Urbana 111: University of Illinois Press.



54

Schramm, W.A. (1948): Mass Communication (Urbana, 111: University of Illinois 

Press).

Shipley, D., Egan, C., and Wong, K.S.; "Dimensions of Trade Show Exhibiting 

Management". Journal of Marketing Management, vol 9 no 1 Jan. 1993 pp 55-63.

Skerlos, K. and Blythe, J. (2000): Ignoring the Audience: Exhibitors and Visitors at a 

Greek Trade Fair. Proceedings of the Fifth International Conference on Corporate and 

Marketing Communication, Erasmus University, Rotterdam 22nd and 23rd May.

Tanner, John F. and Chonko, Lawrence B. (1995): Trade Show Objectives, 

Managememnt and Staffing Practices. Industrial Marketing Management 24, pp 257- 

264.

Schramm, W.A. (1971): The Nature of Communication Between Humans, in 

Schramm and Roberts (eds) The Process and Effects of Mass Communication 

(Urbana, 111: University of Illinois Press

The Campaign Report (1992): Taking a Stand.



ie evaluation of non-selling activities at British 
ade exhibitions: an exploratory study

Jim Blythe
Senior Lecturer, University of Glamorgan Business School, Treforest, UK
Tony Rayner
Business School, University of Glamorgan, Treforest, UK

ibftions are widely 
irded as powerful tools in 
promotional mix, yet few 
lies have been undertaken 
stablish whether exhibi- 
s are actually effective in 
 ting the objectives of the 
ibrtors. Reports on a 
rey of firms in the Mid- 
Is in which marketing 
lagers were asked how 
r evaluate exhibitions, 
jcularty In terms of min 
ing activities. Finds that 
is have virtually no way of 
bating non-selling activi- 
, even if the managers 
cerned regarded these 
vities as a main purpose 
xhibiting. Furthermore, 
firms had any rigorous 
of evaluating selling 
vities, and often could not 
ie any objective judge- 
it about whether exhibi- 
s are cost-effective.

keting Intelligence &
ming
5[19%j20-24

CB University Press 
N 0263-4503]

I Introduction

In 1989 alone, 100,000 companies exhibited in 
the UK (The Exhibition Industry Federation,
1990); the Incorporated Society of British 
Advertisers reported that expenditure within 
the UK by UK exhibitors totalled £803m in the 
same year (Taylor Nelson Business Services,
1991). During 1989,10.6m people visited exhi 
bitions spending a total of £537m (The Exhibi 
tion Industry Federation, 1990). The UK exhi 
bition market grew by 20 per cent between 
1980 and 1991, compared with 10 per cent for 
the USA over the same period (Taylor Nelson 
Business Services, 1991). Exhibition expendi 
ture occupies sixth place in the overall pro 
motional spend, accounting for 6.1 per cent of 
promotional expenditure in 1991 (see Table I). 
Exhibitions are usually split into three cate 
gories; trade and consumer exhibitions, agri 
cultural shows and private events. This paper 
is concerned with trade and consumer exhi 
bitions.

The general trend is away from broad basad 
shows to more specialist niche market events, 
an increase in exhibition led events, and a 
greater participation by major UK corporates 
in European events coupled with a reduction 
in UK based shows (Keynote, 1991). The reces 
sion has caused companies to be more selec 
tive, to take smaller stands and to reduce 
construction costs (Taylor Nelson Business 
Services, 1991).

I Existing research

Little systematic research has been under 
taken in the UK into exhibition effectiveness. 
Bonoma (1983) gives the following reason for 
this: "Trade shows are an inherently sloppy 
marketing problem in terms of quantitative 
research". US research which has been car 
ried out (Kreitzman, 1988; Paine, 1989), is 
unlikely to have much relevance to the UK 
situation, since trade shows have a much 
larger selling platform in a country where 
distances are so much greater and therefore 
sales representatives must cover much larger 
territories.

The two main surveys relating directly to 
exhibition effectiveness are the EIF

Exhibition Effectiveness Survey (The Centre 
for Leisure and Tourism Studies, 1989) car 
ried out by the Centre for Leisure and 
Tourism Studies, and the Exhibition Effec 
tiveness Study (Incorporated Society of 
British Advertisers, 1991) carried out by Tay 
lor Nelson Business Services. Both of these 
studies used firms which currently exhibit as 
a sample frame, thus biasing results in favour 
of those firms which do exhibit as opposed to 
those which do not, or indeed used to but now 
do not. In almost every case, where statistics 
produced by the EIF are compared with those 
produced by independent organizations such 
as Keynote or the ISBA they show the exhibi 
tion industry in a far more favourable light. 
This should be borne m mind when these 
surveys are quoted, both here and elsewhere. 

The ISBA lists the following four main mar 
keting objectives for exhibitions (Keynote, 
1991):
1 illustrating new products and develop 

ments;
2 develop markets;
3 enhance corporate status and image;
4 produce sales leads and orders;

Keynote expands on this as follows (Taylor 
Nelson Business Services, 1991):
  to develop interest; 
« to intensify awareness;
  to establish a presence;
  to generate immediate sales; 
» to judge reactions to products;
  to change beliefs;
  to provide dealer support;
  to stimulate secondary markets;
  to discover new applications;
  to recruit distributors;
  to recruit sales representatives.

The EIF Exhibition Effectiveness Survey 
(The Centre for Leisure and Tourism Studies, 
1989) asked exhibitors to rate reasons for 
exhibiting, deriving Table H,

These results indicate a sales-orientated 
approach, geared to generating sales leads, 
with most non-selling activities appearing 
low down the list. However, 70 per cent of 
respondents exhibit in order to make their 
presence felt in the market - an aim clearly 
not directly connected to immediate sales.
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Table I
Total advertising expenditure by media - 
percentage share

Media
Year 

1990(%) 1991 (%)
Television
Poster and transport
Cinema
Radio
Exhibitions
Private events
Agricultural shows
National newspapers
Regional newspapers
Magazines and periodicals
Business press
Directories
Direct mail

Source: Key note (1991)

25
3.1
0.4
1.8
6.0
1.7
0.6

12.9
18.6

5.2
8.6
5.3

10.6
100

26.1
3.0
0.4
1.6
6.1
1.7
0.4

13.5
18.6
4.9
8.0
5.7

10.1
100

Table II
Reasons for exhibiting - percentage rating very 
important

Percentage rate as
Objective______________very Important 
New sales prospects 83 
Make presence felt In market 70 
Launch new products 35 
Demonstrate products 26 
Sell directly 25 
Recruit new sales agents 19 
Sain media coverage 14 
Test new ideas 6 
Market research 4
Source: The Centre for Leisure and Tourism 
Studies(1989)_________________

The study also claims that the mean number 
of contacts or sales leads made per exhibitor 
per exhibition was 295. Of these, 83 per cent 
were new leads and 21 per cent would convert 
into sales. Elapsed time from lead to sale 
averaged 4.9 months, with a range from 15 
minutes to two years. The survey suggests 
that the mean cost per contact was £35 and 
the mean cost per sale was £121 (The Centre 
for Leisure and Tourism Studies, 1989). This 
compares with an average cost of £150 for a 
sales call on the road.

However, a study carried out in 1993 by 
Shipley and Wong (199?) invited UK exhibi 
tors to score the importance of various rea 
sons for exhibiting. Exhibitors were asked to 
provide scores both for UK and for overseas 
exhibitions, and to assign a score out often 
for each activity, with 1 as the lowest rating

and 7 as the highest. The mean scores and
rankings are as laid out in Table III. 

By contrast, the Taylor Nelson survey
(Incorporated Society of British Advertisers,
1991) concludes that: 

Respondents in all sectors stated their pri 
mary objectives as: make new customer 
contacts, launch new products, see existing 
customers, and promote the company in 
general. It was only in the gift/stationery 
sector that respondents expected to take 
product orders at the exhibition.

Also:
Respondent companies found it extremely 
difficult or impossible to rationally evaluate 
exhibition expenditure (Incorporated 
Society of British Advertisers, 1991)

The same study found that exhibitors tend to 
evaluate the effectiveness of the exhibition 
via a number of soft variables, such as num 
ber of stand visitors, number of brochures 
issued, or number of names collected. Even 
when sales leads were collected formally, 
there was often little structured follow-up to 
convert them to sales. Taylor Nelson even 
found that some sales reported as having 
been made at the show were, in fact, made 
earlier and simply announced at the show for 
PR purposes. The EIF carried out a very lim 
ited study (The Exhibition Industry Federa 
tion, 1990) in which it was found that the 
average number of sales leads generated by 
respondents per exhibition was 300 per 
exhibitor. Three-quarters of these were new 
leads, and exhibitors anticipated that more 
than 25 per cent would be converted. This 
seems somewhat optimistic.

If many exhibitors have no real way of 
assessing the selling effectiveness of the 
show, it seems unlikely that they will have 
any way of assessing non-selling activities, 
since these are notoriously harder to assess.

Bonoma (1983) suggests that non-selling 
achievements need to be separated from 
selling achievements; Barczyk et al. (1988) 
use a similar approach, splitting activities 
into the functional and the symbolic (corre 
sponding approximately to selling and non- 
selling). The importance of accurate evalua 
tion of a firm's performance at an exhibition 
cannot be overstated; it enables a firm to 
justify an expensive activity, to compare one 
exhibition with another, to contrast one ele 
ment of the marketing mix with another. Yet 
research by the Trade Show Bureau in the 
USA and by the EIF in the UK demonstrates 
that a substantial proportion of exhibitors do 
not set objectives, particularly at the level of 
individual exhibitions (The Exhibition 
Industry Federation, 1990). This is 
compounded by the fact that, even if objec 
tives are set, they are often not explained
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clearly to the stand personnel. Data about 
audiences at exhibitions are again limited, 
mainly because few of the exhibition orga 
nizers collect and collate detailed informa 
tion about the visitors. Thus an exhibitor 
will be unable to assess the effectiveness of 
the stand, since he will be unable to check 
whether his stand has attracted its fair share 
of the target audience (McDermott 1992).

I Interviews with UK managers

In order to evaluate companies' expertise in 
assessing exhibition effectiveness in terms of 
non-selling benefits, a series of structured 
interviews was conducted with 21 marketing 
managers in the Leicester area. A representa 
tive sample of companies was drawn, 
assessed by size, sector and turnover. Compa 
nies varied in size from a firm employing five 
people and turning over less than £500,000 p.a. 
up to a firm employing 1,200 and turning over 
in excess of £100m p.a. The firms were in the 
manufacturing sector, except for two firms in 
promotional design, and all had exhibited 
within the preceding 12 months. In only one 
case did the company employ an exhibition 
manager.

The structured interview approach was 
taken to enable managers to elaborate the 
reasoning behind the decisions they made. 
The following shows the frequency with 
which the sample companies exhibit:
  once a year: (eight);
  two to ten times per annum: (ten);
  between 11 and 15 times per annum: (two);
  more than 15 times: (one).

The firm which exhibits more than 15 times 
per annum exhibits a massive 100 times.

ile III
iking of reasons for exhibiting

UK exhibitions
son for exhibiting

iting new customers
ance company image
 fact with customers
mote existing products
nch new products
competitor intelligence
edge on non-exhibitors
P up with competition
ance personnel morale
ract with distributors
eral market research
e sales orders
it new distributors

[gg-jhipley and Wong (1993)

Mean

6.02
5.62
5.55
5.46
5.11
3.71
3.65
3.61
3.30
3.02
2.92
2.74
2.14

Rank

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

Overseas exhibitions
Mean

6.11
5.56
5.43
5.51
4.79
3.90
3.38
3.46
2.82
3.89
3.10
2.90
2.30

Rank

1
2
4
3
5
6
9
8
13
7
11
12
10

I]

All of the respondents set some sort of objec 
tives for their exhibitions; the responses were 
grouped as follows:
  launch a product (seven respondents);
  meet people (two respondents);
  sell and to get sales leads (six respondents);
  break even (one respondent);
  attract new business (two respondents);
  meet existing and new customers (three 

respondents);
  facilitate good public relations (six respon 

dents);
  increase distribution (one respondent);
  look at the competition (one respondent).

In only four cases were any kind of quantita 
tive targets set, and of these only two had a 
formal structure in place to assess whether 
targets had actually been met. When probed 
further regarding possible gains from 
exhibiting, some respondents added that they 
were promoting links with the parent com 
pany, improving the credibility of the com 
pany, or integrating activities with a TV cam 
paign. Surprisingly, many of those 
interviewed were only concerned with 
achieving sales or sales leads. Some were 
adamant that any attempt at achieving other 
gains was a waste of time.

When asked how they denned sales leads, 
most respondents were clear that a lead is 
just the name and address of someone who 
has expressed interest in the company's prod 
ucts. Only one company had a system in place 
for grading leads according to level of interest 
and potential order value. Most had no way of 
identifying which sales had arisen from the 
exhibition and which from other sources.

When asked about selling and non-selling 
activities, most had trouble understanding 
the difference between the two, and some 
even expressed surprise at being asked the 
question as they viewed exhibitions as sim 
ply opportunities to sell.

None of the respondents appeared to have 
any effective means of evaluating 
performance. Techniques mentioned by 
respondents when asked about evaluation 
ranged from number of orders received to an 
informal discussion after the event. Some 
thought that the exhibition could be counted 
a success if it had merely broken even, others 
would gauge it "simply by the response 
received". Clearly, most of the respondents 
had never considered the question before, 
and some seemed quite puzzled by it. Some 
respondents were honest about this and 
admitted that they had no real way of evaluat 
ing performance, but felt that for reasons of 
company prestige they should be seen to be at 
the exhibition.
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All respondents said that they had to justify- 
the outlay on exhibitions to senior manage 
ment. Methods for justifying the event were, 
not surprisingly in view of the previous com 
ments, somewhat varied and not very rigor 
ous. Intangible benefits were again almost 
entirely ignored.

Respondents were then asked to assign a 
score out often for the importance of non- 
selling activities. Only one respondent 
awarded ten to these activities; 17 out of the 21 
awarded between four and eight. Only two 
respondents even attempted to evaluate non- 
selling activities, and both those did it by 
informal discussion afterwards. For most 
respondents, non-selling activities were very 
low on the list of priorities in practice, and 
indeed one firm even said that it was not 
involved in non-selling activities since it was 
sales orientated. (Strangely, this company 
awarded a four for the importance of non- 
selling activities, not a. zero as might have 
been expected).

Some interesting conclusions can be drawn 
by examining individual companies' 
responses across the board. For example, 
those companies which spend a large propor 
tion of their marketing budget on exhibitions 
should be more likely to have general evalua 
tion procedures in place. However this does 
not appear to be the case; one company spend 
ing 80 per cent of its marketing budget on 
exhibiting only measures performance by 
orders received, but has no procedures for 
knowing whether the orders came from the 
exhibition or from another source, and does 
not evaluate non-selling benefits at all. 
Another company spending between 70 and 
75 per cent of budget on exhibiting evaluates 
purely on lead sheets, without measuring 
quality of the leads or having any follow-up 
procedures. This is a large company 
(turnover between £10m and £100m). A com 
pany spending a colossal 95 per cent of its 
budget on exhibitions evaluates only by 
orders which can be traced directly back to 
the exhibition.

It is also logical to expect that companies 
spending a lot on exhibiting would set

ible IV
3jeetives compared with exhibition budget

ircentage 
budget Objectives

1 To see 2-300 people, to sell and to reach into the market to
launch new products 

1 In the main to sell and launch new machines, hut also to sell existing
products and to contact and meet existing customers

" 75 Nothing in the precise sense. To meet as many new customers as possible 

'° To try to sell 
'_____ None really, because it is viewed as a PR job, not an order-taking exercise

measurable objectives for exhibitions, and 
this does seem to be the case. The objectives 
are often couched in vague terms, however.

None of the firms listed in Table IV had any 
formal procedure for evaluating non-selling 
activities, even those which indicated that 
their main objectives were of a non-selling 
nature. Worse, only one of the above compa 
nies had a system in place that could posi 
tively identify the sources of subsequent 
sales. Therefore the remainder had only 
somewhat vague ways of determining the 
success of the exhibition in terms of selling 
activities.

Four of the companies had turnovers above 
£10m p.a. and one was a small firm with a 
turnover between £500,000 and £10m. It would 
not be unreasonable to suppose that firms in 
the higher turnover bracket would benefit by 
having some kind of formalized procedures in 
place for evaluating whether their exhibition 
activities had been successful or not. The 
companies spending the most on exhibiting 
commonly justified the expenditure on the 
basis that this was where most of their sales 
came from. This, of course, is hardly surpris 
ing since virtually no other activity is being 
undertaken.

Three-quarters of the managers inter 
viewed rated non-selling activities at five or 
higher, yet none had any way of evaluating 
these benefits. This finding had no correla 
tion with company size or turnover; even the 
largest companies with presumably the 
biggest budgets did not undertake this exer 
cise.

I Conclusions
Clearly many companies are exhibiting with 
out clear objectives and with even less ability 
to assess the effectiveness of the activity, let 
alone make comparisons with other forms of 
promotion. Without audience research, the 
exhibition industry appears unable to clarify 
the benefits of exhibiting, and senior manage 
ments seem to allow substantial expenditures 
on exhibiting with no objective justification. 

Although many academics have provided 
reasoned arguments and justification for 
exhibiting, and models have been developed 
for assessing exhibition effectiveness (Taylor 
Nelson Business Services, 1991; Waterhouse, 
1988), there is no evidence that this advice has 
been heeded by practitioners. It seems that 
exhibitions are regarded as big medicine; few 
of the managers interviewed denied that non- 
selling benefits existed (once the concept had 
been explained), and indeed most of them 
rated these benefits highly, but the difficulties 
of measuring such benefits appeared to pre 
clude any attempt to do so.

[23]
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Possibly many of the individuals involved 
in exhibiting have strong incentives not to 
rock the boat; for the UK at least the 
inevitable conclusion is that exhibitors have 
no wish to evaluate their attendance at exhi 
bitions, even in terms of sales made. Still less 
are exhibitors able to evaluate non-selling 
effectiveness, despite the existence of models 
to do so; the exhibition industry appears 
unwilling or unable to assist in putting effec 
tive evaluation systems in place. Until such 
systems are in place doubts must exist as to 
whether exhibitions are as effective as is 
claimed, or whether they are marketing's 
equivalent of the emperor's new clothes.
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Does size matter? - objectives and 
measures at UK trade exhibitions

JIM BLYTHE

University of Glamorgan Business School, Trefbrest, Mid-Glamorgan, CF37 1DL, UK

This paper examines the evaluation of exhibition activity by firms at UK trade 
shows. Despite the widespread use of trade exhibitions as a promotional tool and 
the large sums of money committed to the activity by firms of all sizes, most firms 
do not have any meaningful means of evaluating the effectiveness of the activities. 
The research was conducted among firms of varying sizes -who had attended either 
of two UK exhibitions. It was found that, while firms of differing sizes had much 
the same reasons for attending the exhibitions, the propensity to set objectives 
differed according to the size of firm and also the methods used to assess the 
outcomes of the exhibition varied in both the quantity and type according to the 
size of firm.

KEYWORDS: Size; objectives; measures; exhibitions

INTRODUCTION

Trade exhibitions constitute a major promotional activity in the UK, but many exhibitors do 

not assess the effectiveness of their exhibition activities (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). In 1993 

alone, there were 565 trade or trade/public exhibitions in the UK. These exhibitions attracted 

9.5 million visitors (a 4% increase on the year before) and the spending by all exhibitors on 

UK exhibitions was estimated at £704 million by the Exhibition Industry Federation (1994). 

The UK exhibition market grew by 20% between 1980 and 1991, compared with 10% for 

the USA over the same period (Keynote Publications Ltd, 1991). Exhibition expenditure 

occupies sixth place in the overall promotional spend, accounting for 6.1 % of the 

promotional expenditure in 1991 (see Table 1). Exhibitions are usually split into three 

categories: trade and consumer exhibitions, agricultural shows and private events. This paper 

is concerned with trade and consumer exhibitions.
Table 1 shows the relative spending on exhibitions compared with other promotional 

vehicles.
Clearly exhibitions are regarded as an important element in the promotional mix; exhibitors 

attended (on average) five exhibitions each in 1993, with foreign exhibitors attending (on 

average) two UK exhibitions each (Exhibition Industry Federation, 1994). There has been 

relatively little attention paid to measuring the effectiveness of exhibition activities; Bonoma 

(1983) suggested that this is due to the inherent difficulties in carrying out quantitative 

research in the area. Considerable research has been earned out in the USA (Kreitzman, 

1988; Paine, 1989), but this is, only of Limited use for drawing conclusions about the UK

1352-7266 © 1997 Chapman & Hall
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TABLE I. Total advertising expenditure by media (% share)

Television
Posters and transport
Cinema
Radio
Exhibitions
Private events
Agricultural shows
National newspapers
Regional newspapers
Magazines and periodicals
Business press
Directories
Direct mail
Total

1990 (%)

25.0
3.1
0.4
1.8
6.0
1.7
0.6

12.9
18.6
5.2
8.6
5.3

10.6
100.0

1991 (%)

26.1
3.0
0.4
1.6
6.1
1.7
0.4

13.5
18.6
4.9
8.0
5.7

10.1
100.0

Source: Incorporated Society of British Advertisers (1991)

situation, since trade shows in the USA have a somewhat different role due to the size of the 
country. Two UK surveys relating directly to exhibition effectiveness are the Exhibition 
Industry Federation (1989) Exhibition Effectiveness Survey carried out by the Centre for 
Leisure and Tourism Studies and the Exhibition Effectiveness Study, carried out by Taylor 
Nelson Business Services (1991). Both of these studies examined the intentions of exhibitors 
and their satisfaction with the exhibition process, but neither survey asked how exhibitors 
actually determined whether the objectives had been met.

These surveys both indicated that companies take a sales-orientated approach, geared to 
generating sales leads, with most non-selling activities appearing low down on the list. The 
exception is that 70 % of the respondents exhibit in order to make their presence felt in the 
market - an aim clearly not directly connected to immediate sales. A study carried out by 
Shipley et al. (1993) invited UK exhibitors to score the importance of various reasons for 
exhibiting. The exhibitors provided scores both for UK and overseas exhibitions and assigned 
a score out of 7 for each activity, with 1 as the lowest rating and 7 as the highest. The mean 
scores and rankings are shown in Table 2.

The Taylor Nelson Business Services (1991) study found that exhibitors were not always 
good at evaluating their activities, as this quote indicates:

'Respondent companies found it extremely difficult or impossible to rationally evaluate exhibition 
expenditure' (p. 13).

The same study found that exhibitors tend to evaluate the effectiveness of an exhibition via 
a number of soft variables, such as the number of stand visitors, the number of brochures 
issued or the number of names collected. Even when sales leads were collected formally, there 
was often little structured follow-up to convert them to sales.

Part of this problem may arise from a failure to prepare for the exhibition in a formally 
structured, manner.. It could be argued that, as with other business activities, the exhibidon 
managers should be (1) clear about their reasons for exhibiting and (2) set clear objectives for
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TABLE 2. Reasons for exhibiting

Reasons for exhibiting

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products

Launching new products
Getting information about the

competition
Getting an edge on non-exhibitors

Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff

Interacting with existing distributors

General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

(by size of

0-50

employees

9.04
7.23
7.51
7.38
8.49
4.76

4.61
5.00
3,79
4.35
6.04
7.84
5.04

firm)

5 1 - 1 50
employees

8.33
7.80
8.05
8.42
9.05
4.84

4.37
3.95
3.84
5.21
5.53
7.01
S.92

S3

More than ISO
employees

7.00
7.86
7.94
7.13
9.07
5.19

4.63
5.32
4.44
6.32
4.88
7.82
5.20

Source: survey respondents.

the exhibition activity and have measures in place to assess whether the objectives have been 
achieved. This paper is concerned with comparisons between firms of differing sizes 
(measured by the number of employees) regarding the above model for exhibition planning. 
The research was carried out with 109 firms who exhibited at two UK trade exhibitions: the 
1995 International Spring Fair held at the National Exhibition Centre (NEC) and the What 
Hi-Fi? Sound and Vision Exhibition held in February 1995 in Bristol. The respondent firms 
were a representative sample taken from the exhibition catalogues at the respective exhibitions 
and varied in size from two-man businesses up to multinationals employing over 6000 people 

in the UK alone.

REASONS FOR EXHIBITING

The respondents were asked to attach a score out of 10 to their reasons for exhibiting, with 
10 as the highest score and 0 as the lowest. The reasons for exhibiting were taken from the 
Shipley et al. 1993 study. In order to determine whether there is any difference between the 
firms regarding their assessment of exhibition activity, it is necessary in the first instance to 
find out whether there is any substantial difference between the firms regarding their reasons 
for exhibiting, since this would clearly have a bearing on whether the firms would be able 

(and willing) to set realistic objectives.
The sample was therefore broken down according to the number of employees: those firms 

employing less than 50 employees, those employing between 51 and 150 employees and those 
employing more than 150 employees. The results are shown in Table 2.

Regarding the reasons for exhibiting, clear differences emerged between the large, medium 
and small firms for seven of the 13 reasons for exhibiting. Understandably, small firms are 
much more interested in meeting new customers than are big firms, but are less concerned 
with keeping up with the competition; perhaps sadly, one area where all firms are agreed is 

that staff morale comes last on the list of reasons for exhibiting.
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TABLE 3. Reasons for exhibiting and formal objective setting (all respondents)

Importance of reasons for Percentage setting formal 

exhibiting objectives

Reasons for exhibiting

Meeting new customers

Enhancing the company image

Interacting with existing customers

Promoting existing products

Launching new products

Getting information about the

competition

Getting an edge on non-exhibitors

Keeping up with the competition

Enhancing the morale of the staff

Interacting with existing distributors

General market research

Take sales orders

Meet new distributors

Rating

8.87

7.52
7.67

7.53

8.68
4.84

4.57
4.86

3.90
4.80
5.77
7.69
5.01

Rank

1
6
4
5
2

10

12
9

13
II
7
3
8

Percentage

47
30
32
38
42
19

10
13
12
17
18
55
21

Rank

2
6
5
4
3
8

13
1 1
12
10
9

1
7

Source: survey respondents.

It might be expected that, as firms grow bigger, the relative importance of the reasons for 

exhibiting will change and, indeed, for four of the factors this is the case. There is a clear 

progression from the smallest to the largest firms regarding these reasons for exhibiting, which 

are as follows.

(1) Meeting new customers, where interest appears to reduce.

(2) Enhancing the company image, where interest appears to increase.

(3) Interacting with existing distributors, where interest increases.

(4) General market research, where interest (low in the first place) reduces even further.

OBJECTIVE SETTING

Waterhouse (1987) emphasized the importance of setting clear objectives for exhibition 

activities; in general, of course, objectives are essential to strategic planning since 'if we don't 

know where we're going, any route will do to take us there' (Anon). Setting objectives 

provides direction and a basis for evaluation (Hutt and Speh, 1985) and Kerin and Cron 

(1987) showed that setting clear objectives leads to more effective exhibiting. Despite this, the 

research carried out for this paper found that firms often do not set objectives, even for those 

activities which they rate as highly important. Of course, firms may not set objectives for a 

number of very good reasons, as follows.

(1) There may be no past history from which to judge whether objectives are reasonable.

(2) There may be no cost-effective way of measuring whether objectives have been 

achieved.
(3) Managers may lack the skills, time or knowledge to formulate meaningful objectives.

(4) Objective setting is not always part of the corporate culture in small firms.
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It is therefore dangerous to assume that, merely because firms rate an activity as important, 

they will necessarily set a formal objective for the activity, nor is it reasonable to assume that 

firms that set objectives have also put in place workable methods for assessing whether those 

objectives have been achieved. The respondents were therefore asked firstly to attach scores 

out of 10 to their reasons for exhibiting, then to state whether they applied formal objectives 

to these reasons and, finally, to state which measures (if any) they applied to the stated 

objectives.
Table 3 shows the comparison between the importance given to various reasons for 

exhibiting and the percentage of respondents who set formal objectives for those activities, 

across all the respondents.
Taking the respondents as a whole, there is a clear relationship between the 

respondents' views on the importance of the various reasons for exhibiting and the 

degree to which they set formal objectives for the exhibition activity. For clarity, Table 

3 shows the mean scores for the importance of each reason and also the ranking; 

likewise, the percentage of respondents who set formal objectives is also ranked. .The 

rankings correspond closely with one another, apart from the four activities of (1) 

taking sales orders, (2) getting information about the competition, (3) general market 

research and (4) keeping up with the competition. In the first instance (taking sales 

orders) objective setting would be relatively easy and perhaps for this reason more than 

half the respondents set objectives; in the other three cases, firms recognize the 

importance of the activity but would probably find it very difficult to formulate any 

meaningful objectives.
What is perhaps surprising is that in only one case (taking sales orders) do more than half 

of the respondents set objectives; in every other case, most of the respondents do not set 

objectives for the exhibition activity, even when the importance of the activity is given a 

high rating (e.g. although respondents rated launching new products at a mean score of 8.68 

out of 10, 58% of them do not set any objectives for this activity).

It remains to be seen whether firms differ in this according to the size of the firm. It might 

be reasonably assumed that the larger firms are more likely to set formal objectives for 

exhibition activities and the more likely the firm is to carry out some kind of objective 

evaluation. On the other hand, an examination of the firms' relative propensity to set 

objectives (broken down by size of firm) shows a much greater difference, as Table 4 shows.

As Table 4 shows, for almost all the reasons for exhibiting, the large firms are most likely 

to set formal objectives. In five cases there appears to be a progression; in all five cases the 

progression runs from the smallest to largest firms, with the largest firms being most likely to 

set objectives.
Given that large firms tend to be more formalized in most areas of business planning, this 

outcome is not, perhaps, surprising; however, as has already been seen, setting objectives and 

assessing outcomes do not necessarily bear a close relationship to each other. When the issue 

of the evaluation of exhibition activities is examined, it is notable that most firms do not 

evaluate most activities, but a remarkable phenomenon appears when a 'league table' of non- 

evaluators is drawn up, as shown in Table 5. The issue of evaluation methods is covered in 

the next section.
From Table 5 it can be seen that the smallest firms are least likely to evaluate their 

activities. On only two issues are they shown as more likely to evaluate (keeping up with the 

competition, and staff morale) and in both cases the difference is so slight as to be statistically 

insignificant.
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TABLE 4. Formal objectives by size of firm

0-50 employees 51-ISO employees 151+ employees

Reasons for exhibiting Percentage Rating Percentage Rating Percentage Rating

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products

Launching new products
Getting information about the

competition

Getting an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff

Interacting with existing
distributors
General market research
Take sales orders

Meet new distributors

45
31
30
35
37
20

13
15
13
8

18
47
17

3
2
3
3
3
2

2
2

1
3

2
3
3

53
16
37
47
47

S

0
0

10
31

16
63
26

1
3
2
1
2
3

3
3
3
2

3
2
2

SO
44
38
38
56
31

13
19
13
38

19
69
31

2
1
1
2

1
1

1
1
2

1

1
1
1

Source: survey respondents.

TABLE S. Percentage of non-evaluating respondents (by size of firm)

0-50 employees 51-150 employees 151+ employees

Reasons for exhibiting Percentage Rating Percentage Rating Percentage Rating

Meeting new customers

Enhancing
Interacting
Promoting
Launching

the company image

with existing customers
existing products

new products
Getting information about the

33.8
64,8
53.5
53.5
47.9
71.8

3
3
3
3
3
3

5.3
42.1
15.8
15.8
15.8

25.0
SO.O
43.8
50.0
31.2

63.2 2 50.0

2
2
2
2
2
I

competition

Getting an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition

Enhancing

Interacting
the morale of the staff

with existing customers

General market research

Take sales
Meet new

orders

distributors

81.7
73.2
74.6
76.1
67.6
40.8
71.8

3
1
2
3
3
3
3

73.7 75.0
73.7 2 75.0

63.2
47.4
57.9
10.5
42.1

75.0
62.5
62.5
18.8
56.3

2
3
3
2
2
2
2

Source: survey respondents.

Overall, it appears that small firms are not only less likely to set formal objectives for 
exhibitions than are large firms, but they are also rather less likely to carry out any evaluation 
of their success in meeting those objectives. The next issue to be examined was whether the 

evaluation methods are realistic and appropriate for the task.
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EVALUATION OF OBJECTIVES

The respondents were asked to state which method of evaluation they used to assess whether 

each objective had been reached. In many cases, even though a formal objective had been set, 

no evaluation method was in place for the stated objective. In other cases the evaluation was 

only carried out using 'soft' measures (as noted previously in the Taylor Nelson Business 

Services (1991) study).

Table 6 gives a breakdown of the assessment methods used by the firms; for ease of 

understanding, the raw figures on the frequency of each method used were divided in each 

case by the number of firms in the subsample, so that an index figure was obtained for each 

assessment method and each subsample. The index figure gives an indication of the 

subgroup's propensity to use the particular evaluation method.

From Table 6 it can be seen that the largest firms are more likely to use records of 

exhibition activity than are the smaller firms: formal market research is rarely used by any of 

the respondents, but it is least used by large firms; the difference between the medium-sized 

and the other groups is significant at the 95% level. The implication is that the larger firms 

arc using 'hard' measures of their exhibition activities to a much greater extent than are the 

small firms and medium-sized firms rely i heavily on post-mortem discussions as their main 

evaluation measure (the differences here are significant at the 95% level), whereas large firms 

rely mostly on the records of business done at the exhibitions.

Although many firms do not use any evaluation measures whatsoever, the medium-sized 

firms are significantly (at the 90% level) less likely to evaluate than are the small firms. In 

other words, large firms are assessing less, but are using harder measures so may be supposed 

to have a more accurate view of their activities.

An analysis of the firms' expenditure on exhibiting shows that the large firms spend 

proportionally less of their marketing budgets on exhibitions and might therefore be supposed 

to have a lesser commitment to exhibiting as a promotional tool; the smallest firms spend on 

average 47% ef their marketing budgets on exhibitions, compared with only 31.7% by large 

firms. This may indicate that the large firms are likely to use a slimmed-down assessment 

regime in order to keep costs down in what is, for them, a marginal activity.

TABLE 6. Evaluation methods indices (by size of firm)

Evaluation method

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of sales leads
Records of business done at the

exhibition
Records of business done by
follow-ups
Informal discussions; 'post
mortems'
No evaluation made

Less than SO 
employees

0.52
1.32
1.50
2.06

1.52

1.92

8.11

50-150 
employees

1.21
2.05
2.00
3.05

2.79

4.31

5.26

151 + 

employees

0.38
2.06
2.19
3.38

2.13

3.00

6.75

Source: survey responses.
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VARIABLES OTHER THAN SIZE OF FIRM

Clearly many variables other than size are likely to be associated with a firm's 'propensity to 
evaluate exhibition activities. Notable among these are the firm's commitment to exhibiting 
in terms of the proportion of the marketing budget spent, the degree to which the firm's 
managers are knowledgeable about the evaluation methods, the type of exhibition being 

attended and (to an extent) on the industry concerned. However, in some cases these link to 
the size of the firm; small firms are less likely to have specialist managers skilled in objective 
market researcli methodologies, for example.

Regarding the type of exhibition, the firms in the sample were not asked about activity at 
a specific exhibition, but about activities at exhibitions generally. A firm might not be able to 

assess the 'sales made at the exhibition' if the exhibition concerned is the London Motor 
Show where no sales are allowed, but this does not prevent the firm from evaluating its 
activities at other shows.

Firms who spend their entire marketing budget on exhibitions may feel that they have no 
need to evaluate the results since any results can only have come from the exhibitions; this 
view was expressed by managers interviewed HI 1994 (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). This may 
be a dangerous view, since these firms would presumably still need to compare exhibitions 

with one another.
Regarding the product category, no significant differences between the firms were 

identified in this study, although there may well be differences between the practices of firms 
selling (for example) high-value items such as cars or home improvements and firms selling 
low-value items such as giftware. Within the study reported here, the firms were exhibiting a 

large range of products, from hi-fi systems to novelty goods.

CONCLUSIONS

From the evidence it would appear that large firms have much the same reasons for 
exhibiting as do small firms, but their objective-setting and evaluation methods differ.

The large firms surveyed do not set as many objectives, but they do set objectives within 
areas that they can control; they also tend to use harder methods of evaluation than the small 
firms do. Small firms have a surprisingly high propensity not to evaluate the exhibition at all 
and when one considers that one of the evaluation methods is "informal discussion afterwards' 
it appears that they do not even talk about whether the exhibition was a success, let alone use 

some objective measure.
What is overwhelmingly apparent is that medium-sized firms try harder. More of them 

evaluate more objectives by more methods and they discuss their exhibition activities a great 

deal more than either of the other groups. For managers, this implies that the small firms have 
much to learn from the large ones, but more importantly the medium-sized firms are on a 
learning curve which involves them in a great deal of information gathering which will 
eventually enable them to make meaningful decisions about their entire promotional mix, not 

merely their exhibition acitivities.
Since both the medium and the large firms surveyed spend most of their marketing budgets 

in areas other than exhibiting, both groups clearly have an interest in deciding which of the 
available promotional methods will be most effective. This may explain the generally higher 

propensity to set objectives and to evaluate the results of exhibiting.
Further research is indicated into why firms do not evaluate. Whether firms are large or
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small, they seem to be reluctant to evaluate their exhibition performance and even though 

large firms use harder measures than small firms there appears to be reluctance to use any 

kind of formal research to justify what is, after all, a somewhat expensive activity.

For managers, the lesson is that the biggest (i.e. most successful) firms are evaluating by 

simple and effective measures; the small firms may well be missing out on opportunities to 

make better use of their limited resources and medium-sized firms may well be overassessing 

and using inappropriate and wasteful measures for evaluating their promotional activities. The 

recommendations for managers must therefore be as follows.

(1) Set clear objectives for the exhibition in terms of both selling and non-selling activities, 

based on the firm's stated reasons for exhibiting.
(2) Develop objective measures for determining whether the aims of the exhibition have in 

fact been achieved.
(3) Apply the measures in a rigorous manner.

Unless this type of approach is taken, the firm has no real way of knowing whether the 

exhibition has been a success or whether it is a worthwhile activity compared with other 

promotional methods.
Clearly, for researchers and practitioners alike, there is a great deal of scope for re- 

examining the effectiveness of exhibition activity; until firms begin to use rigorous, objective 

measures, the much-trumpeted view that exhibitions are a powerful promotional tool has no 

basis in objective fact.
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EVALUATION OF SELLING & NON-SELLING ACTIVITIES

:oncerned with personal selling. Meeting new distributors 
tnd interacting with existing distributors came lower down, 
jut this may have been because many of the firms deal direct 
vith the public or with their customers, and do not use dis- 
ributors.

Although taking sales orders ranked third for this group 
>f exhibitors, it ranked a clear first tor objective-setting, pre- 
umably because of the ease with which objectives can be 
et. This was, in fact, the only reason for exhibiting for which 
nore than half the respondents set a formal objective; even 
'meeting new customers" which could presumably be easily 
waiuated by collecting names and addresses did not always 
esult in a formal objective being set, despite the fact that it 
anked first as a reason for exhibiting. Objective-setting 
rould appear to be affected by both the importance of the 
ctivity and the difficulty of evaluation, since (for example) 
aking sales orders ranked third as an aim but first in terms 
.£ being set as a formal objective.

Evaluation showed an even more sporadic pattern, as 
hown in Table 6. Respondents were asked to state which 
lethods they used to evaluate each aim; they were, of 
ourse, allowed to specify more than one evaluation method. 
Lespondents* were also provided with space to write in any 
ther methods they might use; none did so.

For all the non-selling activities, an informal post- 
lortem discussion was far and away the most common 
hoice of evaluation method. Formal market research was 
jrely cited, but came a poor second as a tool for evaluating 
nhancing the company image , getting competitor intelli- 
snce, and genera! market research. For selling activities, 
:cords of business done was the main evaluation method, 
scept in the case of meeting new customers and meeting 
ew distributors (for which recording contacts made was the 
min method). In most cases, follow-ups came a fairly close 
:cond to business done.

Much of this is as would be expected. It is perhaps a lit- 
e disappointing that the non-selling activities are not evaiu- 
:ed by any hard measures, in particular formal market 
:search, especially since much of this could be carried out 
irly easily by using visitor registration cards. Exhibition 
 ganisers could presumably provide this service, yet few (if 
ly) do - certainly none of those interviewed were aware of 
ly such service.

Number of firms citing each method

mso/ 
hibiting

eet new
stomers
Jiance
3>pany image
eract with

Mkt.
rsch.

7

9

sting customers 8
Mote easting
>du«s
unctxnew
iducts
t competitor
elligence
t edge on
i-exhibitors
ep up with
npctitors
fiance
sonntl Morale
tract with
aibutors
neral market
:arch
« sales orders

-ributors

6

1

6

1

3

1

4

9
3

2

Contacts 
made

47

7

15

10

10

1

1

3

1

7

4
17

19

Sates 
leads

40

6

16

15

19

2

1

3

2

11

5
18

16

Bus. 
done

23

6

25

28

34

0

2

4

3

16

4
57

7

Follow 
ups

25

7

17

19

27

1

1

2

2

9

3
34

11

Post 
mart

8

21

12

10

17

21

12

18

25

11

21
11

8

No
evaL

37

66

54

56

47

76

89

81

82

77

73
39

74

What was less expected was the level of non-evaluation of 
aims. In only three cases do the majority of respondents eval 
uate; meeting new customers, launching new products, and 
taking sales orders. In every other case evaluators are in the 
minority.. Considering that one of the evaluation methods 
offered is informal post-mortem discussions, it would appear 
that the majority of exhibitors do not even talk about whether 
the exhibition might have (for example) enhanced the compa 
ny image.

Characteristic

Jobs
Sales or marketing
Owners/partners/directors
Administrators

Number of employees
0-50
51-150
151-300
301-500

Amount of budget spent
Mode
Mean

Frequency of Exhibiting
Once or twice a year
Three to five times a year
Six to eleven times a year
Twelve times a year or more

Non-evaluators
(n=17)

3
9
5

14
2
1
0

50%
47%

1
4
6
6

Etialuatars
(n=17)':

4
9
4

9
7
0
1

50%
46%

7
7
2
1

Table 7: Evaluators vs. Non-Evaluaiors

Furthermore, there is a marked discrepancy between selling 
and non-selling activities. Non-selling activities are far less 
likely to be evaluated than selling activities; in only two cases 
(enhancing the company image and general market research) 
do the number of evaluators exceed even the least-evaluated 
selling activities.

There are, of course, exhibitors who do not evaluate any 
of their activities in any way. 17 respondents carried out no 
evaluation whatsoever, apparently not even discussing the 
exhibition after attending it. This is approximately 15% of the 
respondents. A comparison of the 17 non-evaluators with the 
top 17 evaluators (i.e. the firms who use the greatest number 
of evaluation measures) generated Table 7.

It would appear from Table 7 that the evaluators do not 
differ greatly from the non-evaluators regarding basic charac 
teristics; apart from the propensity to exhibit more frequently 
(which is to be expected, judging from the figures comparing 
frequent exhibitors with others), the only other difference 
appears to be in terms of size of firm, with non-evaluators 
appearing to be predominantly small firms. The main differ 
ences between the groups lie in the exhibitors' aims and objec 
tives rather than in their vital statistics. Table 8 shows those 
differences which are significant at the 90% confidence level 
or higher.

Behavioural factor Evaluator's behaviour

Aims
Meet new customers 
Promote existing products

Evaluators rate this higher 
Evaluators rate this lower

Objectives set
Meeting new customers

Meeting existing customers 
Launching new products 
Sales

Evaluators are much more likely 
to set a formal objective 
More likely to set formal objective 
More likely to set formal objective 
More likely to set forma! objective

We 6: Evaluation methods by exhibition aims. Table 8: Differences Between Evaluaiors and Non-Evalitators In 

Terms of Aims and Objectives
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i paper reports on a mail survey of exhibitors at two UK 
bitions, the Sound and Vision Exhibition held annually in 
tol, and the Spring Gift Fair which is held at the National 
ibition Centre near Birmingham. A stratified sample of 
exhibitors was drawn from the catalogues of each exhibi- 
, and a self-completion questionnaire mailed out; 104 use- 
replies were obtained, an exceptionally-high response rate 

i postal questionnaire. There appears to be no reason for 
unless it was simply that few exhibitors ever get asked to 

a questionnaires; certainly no special measures were taken 
isure a high response rate, and no follow-ups were carried 
on non-respondents. The breakdown of the sample is 
vn in Table 1.

vious Research

it research into managers' perceptions of trade shows and 
bitions confirms the view that managers see exhibitions in 
is of making sales. This is true of both US and UK 
arch; even when the managers do not expect to take orders 
le shows, they still tend to expect to obtain leads, qualify 
pects, and'open sales at shows. This is particularly appar- 
n the staffing of stands; managers predominantly staff the 
ds with sales people, even though there is evidence to sug- 
that visitors do not like this (Tanner and Chonko 1995). 
Shipley, Egan and Wong (1993) identified 13 reasons for 
biting, of which six represented non-selling activities, 
le 2 shows their ranking of reasons for exhibiting; the 
n scores refer to the scores out of 7 given by the respon- 
.s.
Phis research showed that taking sales orders ranked low 
be list (although, of course, this depends on the nature of 
jxhibition itself. Some exhibitions are essentially market- 
es, where orders are placed; others are more information 
itated). This is despite the fact that much of the strategy- 
itated research into exhibitions focuses on the level of 
urces committed to participation (Herbig, O'Hara and 
mbo 1994, Bonoma 1983), with the decision being made 
 rding to the number of sales leads the show is likely to 
:rate (Kijewski, Yoon and Young, 1993, Cavanaugh,
5).
Trade fairs and exhibitions tend to be regarded as selling 
irtunities in much of the literature, particularly in the 
titioner textbooks (Waterhouse 1987, Cotterell 1992),

'.ctive

UK (n = 124) Overseas (n=61) 

Mean Rank Mean Rank

t new customers
ince company image
act with customers
lote existing products
ich new products
competitor intelligence
:dge on non-exhibitors
' up with competitors
ince personnel morale
act with distributors
:ral market research
; sales orders
t new distributors

6.02
5.62
5.55
5.49
5.11
3.71
3.65
3.61
3.30
3.02
2.92
2.74
2.15

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13

6.11
5.56
5.43
5.51
4.79
3.90
3.38
3.46
2.82
3.89
3.10
2.90
3.20

1
2
4
3
5
6
9
8
13
7
11
12
10

rce; Shipley, Egan & Wong, 1993) 

e 2: Reasons for Exhibiting

an emphasis on the low cost per contact made, as com- 
d with cold calling in the field. Sharland and Balogh 
6)> for example, define effectiveness as the number of
leads generated, followed up and successfully closed, and 

iency is the comparison between the cost of trade show 
cipation versus other ,sales and promotion activity. Some

rather elderly US research by the Trade Show Bureau esti 
mates the cost of a qualified prospect at a trade show to be 
$132, compared with $251 per call in the field (Trade Show 
Bureau 1988). UK research by the Centre for Leisure and 
Tourism Studies (1989) carried out at about the same time 
showed the UK figures to be £30 per useful contact, com 
pared with £150 for a field call. These figures may not be 
exactly comparable, since a "useful contact" is not necessarily 
a qualified lead, but the general conclusion drawn by me 
researchers is that exhibition contacts are cheaper than field 
contacts.

This view of exhibitions as selling tools is certainly borne 
out by research conducted for this paper; in the earlier quali 
tative smdy which supports this research, the following quotes 
were obtained from managers (Blythe and Rayner 1996).

Percentage of 
Budget Spent 
on Exhibitions Statements about Objectives

80% We aim to see 2-300 people, to sell, and to
reach into the market to launch new products.

80% In the main to sell and launch new machines, 
but also to sell existing products and to con 
tact and meet existing customers.

70-75% Nothing in the precise sense. To meet as 
many new customers as possible.

100% To try to sell.

95% Not really, because it is viewed as a PR job, 
not an order-taking exercise. However the 
main aim of the exercise is to get a reaction to 
next season's lines.

Table 3: Representative Statements Regarding Reasons for Exhibiting

For the most part, the managers quoted above (in common 
with others) regarded selling as being the primary function of 
exhibitions. In fact, some managers expressed surprise that 
there could be any other reason for exhibiting.

Having said that, Bonoma (1983) identified selling and 
non-selling activities at trade shows and exhibitions; Kerin 
and Cron (1987) found that non-selling activities are consid 
ered by some exhibitors to be more important than selling 
activities. Many firms view exhibitions as an opportunity to 
enhance the company image, for example, or to carry out 
some general marketing research - to find out what the com 
petition are offering, for instance. Although it can be argued 
that the purpose of all marketing1 , activity is, ultimately, to 
make sales, not all activities relate directly to the personal sell 
ing function. Therefore, although the received wisdom (and 
the .prevailing view) is that exhibitions are tools for personal 
selling, not all exhibitors agree.

The dissidents may well be right. For example, mere is a 
conflict between the exhibitors' view of exhibitions and the 
visitors' view. Gramman (1993) reports that many visitors do 
not have any role in purchasing, and in fact the majority have 
no direct role. They are therefore unlikely to become qualified 
leads (although they might well be "useful contacts"). In the 
US, Bello and Lohtia (1993) report similar findings. Chonko, 
Tanner and McKee (1994) report visitors complaining of "too 
much sales pitch"; many visitors are on information-gathering 
expeditions rather than specifically purchasing anything. 
Moriarty and Spekman (1984) identify trade shows as being 
most useful to purchasers in the information-gathering and 
vendor selection stages of the decision-making process. Given 
this conflict between visitor expectations and exhibitor expec 
tations, it is presumably up to the market-orientated exhibitor 
to adapt the approach on the stand (Tanner 1994). Exhibitors 
really need to ask themselves why the visitors come (Godar 
1992), and in most cases will find that they did not come to 
be sold to (Chonko, Tanner and McKee 1994).
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It is therefore entirely possible that non-selling aims are 
re important (or at least more realistic) in exhibiting.'The 
in non-selling activity that firms do report as an aim is 
lancing the corporate image. Kerin and Cron found this to 
the most important aim (see Table 4); Shipley Egan and 
>ng found that it ranked second for both domestic and over- 
s exhibitors, and 25% of respondents in a US survey 
lorted establishing a presence as their primary goal in 
libiting (Tanner and Chonko 1995). 
This background of dissent about the true value of exhibi 

ts naturally leads some exhibitors to question whether there 
.value at all, and of course some exhibitors move away from 
libitions and towards road shows or other means of promo- 
n or lead generation (Couretas 1984, Industrial Marketing, 
79). Equally, there is dissent among academics as to the 
ue of exhibitions; Sashi and Perretty (1992) express doubts 
nrtthe overall usefulness of trade shows, Bonoma (1983) is 
:ical of them, yet Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) are of the 
nion that trade shows are effective. Not unnaturally, the 
libition industry itself reports that exhibitions are very effec- 
: in generating sales leads and other benefits (Trade Show 
reau 1988, EIF 1989).

n

ntify new prospects
vicing current customers
 oduce new products
ing at the show
lancing corporate image
v product testing
lancing corporate morale
ting competitive information

Mean Score
(out of 10)

5.08
4.69
5.14
2.79
5.32
2.17
3.75
4.94

Standard
Deviation

1.521
1.956
1.695
2.294
1.384
1.955
1.816
1.392

urce: Kerin and Cron 1987)

)le 4: Importance of Trade Show Aims.

mary Research

: first stage of the research was to carry out in-depth inter- 
vs with exhibitors drawn from recent UK exhibitions, 
ne of this research has been reported elsewhere (Blythe and 
'ner 1996). The interviews revealed that many exhibitors 
not have systems in place for evaluating their activities; the 
3wing quotes illustrate this.

"The costs of exhibiting are readily identifiable but not the
benefits."
"It's impossible to say how much effect the exhibition had,
any attempt to quantify the benefits of exhibiting has been
avoided."
"Exhibitions are a necessity, but good value for money is a
very difficult thing to quantify."
"We do evaluate on a costs vs. sales basis to a certain
extent."
"We intended to create a database ....... so far we haven't
had the time."
"We attempted to ...... track sales leads arising from new
contacts at the show but abandoned this when the admin 
istration became too cumbersome."

ranspired that few companies had any formal evaluation 
ems in place, even for selling activities; still fewer had sys- 
s for tracking non-selling activities. The reasons given for 
were as follows;

JThe variables are too vague."
The variables are too intangible" 

^Very non-quantifiable." 
"Any attempt would be unscientific."
The benefits are too hard to identify."

"The lead time causes a tracking problem."
"It would take up too much time."
"It would be too expensive."
"Intangible objectives are hard to formulate and thus
achievements are hard to measure."

Undoubtedly these difficulties are perfectly valid, and of 
course for an individual firm in the field it may well be more 
expensive to find out the answers than it is to live with the 
problem.

The overall conclusion from this stage of the research was 
that few companies are able or willing to assess dieir non-sell 
ing activities at trade shows (even diough most acknowledge 
their importance), and indeed many of the respondents 
seemed unable to assess their selling activities either (Blythe 
and Rayner 1996).

A survey of recent exhibitors was then undertaken by 
means of a mailshot self-completion questionnaire. The ques 
tionnaire was sent to 200 recent exhibitors at two exhibitions; 
the Sound and Vision Exhibition, held in Bristol, and the 
Spring Gift Fair held at the NEC. 104 useable replies were 
returned. Respondents were asked about their reasons for 
exhibiting, about their objective-setting, and about their eval 
uation methods. They were asked to gives scores out of 10 for 
the importance of each aim on a list taken from the Shipley, 
Egan and Wong study. They were then asked to state whether 
their firm set formal objectives for those aims, and finally were 
asked which of a range of evaluation methods they used in 
determining whether the aim had been met. The three ele 
ments are fairly independent; having a reason for doing some 
thing does not necessarily lead to formalising an objective, nor 
does having an objective necessarily mean having a formal sys 
tem for evaluating its achievement.

The survey revealed the breakdown of aims shown in 
Table 5.

Importance of 
reasons for 
exhibiting

Percentage 
setting 
formal 
objectives

Rating Rank Rank

Meeting new customers
Launching new products
Take sales orders
Interacting with existing
customers
Promoting existing products
Enhancing the company image
General market research
Meet new distributors
Keeping up with the
competition
Getting information about the
competition
Interacting with existing
distributors
Getting an "edge" on
non-exhibitors
Enhancing the morale of the
staff

8.87
8.68
7.69

7.67
7.53
7.52
5.77
5.01

4.86

4.84

4.80

4.57

3.90

1
2
3

4
5
6
7
8

9

10

11

12

13

47%
42%
55%

32%
38%
30%
18%
21%

13%

19%

17%

10%

12%

2
3
1

5
4
6
9
7

11

8

10

13

12

(Source: Survey respondents)

Table 5: Reasons for Exhibiting and Formal Objective-Setting 

(n=104)

The cut-off point for mean scores of importance of activities 
is quite sharp after the sixth aim, and the scores fall off 
rapidly thereafter. In other words, the differences between 
scores for the first six aims are relatively small, and for the 
most part not statistically significant, whereas the scores for 
the remaining seven aims show sharper differences.

The ranking of the aims showed a definite bias towards 
selling activities, with tlve first five aims all being directly
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.-oncerned with personal selling. Meeting new distributors 
ind interacting with existing distributors came lower down, 
>ut this may have been because many of the firms deal direct 
vith the public or with their customers, and do not use dis- 
ributors.

Although taking sales orders ranked third for this group 
if exhibitors, it ranked a clear first for objective-setting, pre- 
umably because of the ease with which objectives can be 
et. This was, in fact, the only reason for exhibiting for which 
note than half the respondents set a formal objective; even 
'meeting new customers" which could presumably be easily 
waluated by collecting names and addresses did not always 
esult in a formal objective being set, despite the fact that it 
anked first as a reason for exhibiting. Objective-setting 
rould appear to be affected by both the importance of the 
ctivity and the difficulty of evaluation, since (for example) 
aking sales orders ranked third as an aim but first in terms 
.f being set as a formal objective.

Evaluation showed an even more sporadic pattern, as 
hown in Table 6. Respondents were asked to state which 
lethods they used to evaluate each aim; they were, of 
ourse, allowed to specify more than one evaluation method, 
lespondents were also provided with space to write in any 
ther methods they might use; none did so.

For all the non-selling activities, an informal post- 
lortem discussion was far and away the most common 
hoice of evaluation method. Formal market research was 
jrely cited, but came a poor second as a tool for evaluating 
ahancing the company image , getting competitor intelli- 
ence, and general market research. For selling activities, 
:cords of business done was the main evaluation method, 
scept in the case of meeting new customers and meeting 
ew distributors (for which recording contacts made was the 
lain method). In most cases, follow-ups came a fairly close 
:cond to business done.

Much of this is as would be expected. It is perhaps a lit- 
e disappointing that the non-selling activities are not evalu- 
:ed by any hard measures, in particular formal market 
:search, especially since much of this could be carried out 
irly easily by using visitor registration cards. Exhibition 
 ganisers could presumably provide this service, yet few (if 
ly) do - certainly none of those interviewed were aware of 
ry such service.

Number of firms citing each method

msof 
hibiting

set new
stomers
Jiance
3>pany image
eract with
sting customers
Mote existing
>ducts
unch new
iducts
t competitor
elligence
t edge on
i-cxhibitors
ep up with
npetitors
hance
sonnel morale
eract with
Jibutors
neral market
:arch
« sales orders
etnew
-ributors

Mkt, 
rsch.

7

9

8

6

7

6

1

3

1

4

9
3

2

Contacts 
made

47

7

15

10

10

I

!

3

1

7

4
17

19

Sales 
leads

40

6

16

15

19

2

1

3

2

11

5
18

16

Bus. 
done

23

6

25

28

34

0

2

4

3

16

4
57

7

Follow 
ups

25

7

17

19

27

1

1

2

2

9

3
34

11

Post 
mart

8

21

12

10

17

21

12

18

21

11

21
11

8

No
eval.

37

66

54

56

47

76

89

81

82

77

73
39

74

What was less expected was the level of non-evaluation of 
aims. In only three cases do the majority of respondents eval 
uate; meeting new customers, launching new products, and 
taking sales orders. In every other case evaluators are in the 
minority. Considering that one of the evaluation methods 
offered is informal post-mortem discussions, it would appear 
that the majority of exhibitors do not even talk about whether 
the exhibition might have (for example) enhanced the compa 
ny image.

Characteristic

Jobs
Sales or marketing
Owners/parmers/directors
Administrators

Number of employees
0-50
51-150
151-300
301-500

Amount of budget spent
Mode
Mean

Frequency of Exhibiting
Once or twice a year
Three to five times a year
Six to eleven times a year
Twelve times a year or more

Non-evalucttors
(n=17)

3
9
5

14
2
1
0

50%
47%

1
4
6
6

Evaluators
(n=17)

4
9
4

9
7
0
1

50%
46%

7
7
2
1

Table 7: Evaluators vs. Non-Evaluaton

Furthermore, there is a marked discrepancy between selling 
and non-selling activities. Non-selling activities are far less 
likely to be evaluated than selling activities; in only two cases 
(enhancing the company image and general market research) 
do the number of evaluators exceed even the least-evaluated 
selling activities.

There are, of course, exhibitors who do not evaluate any 
of their activities in any way. 17 respondents carried out no 
evaluation whatsoever, apparently not even discussing the 
exhibition after attending it. This is approximately 15% of the 
respondents. A comparison of the 17 non-evaluators with the 
top 17 evaluators (i.e. the firms who use the greatest number 
of evaluation measures) generated Table 7.

It would appear from Table 7 that the evaluators do not 
differ greatly from the non-evaluators regarding basic charac 
teristics; apart from the propensity to exhibit more frequently 
(which is to be expected, judging from the figures comparing 
frequent exhibitors with others), the only other difference 
appears to be in terms of size of firm, with non-evaiuators 
appearing to be predominantly small firms. The main differ 
ences between the groups lie in the exhibitors' aims and objec 
tives rather than in their vital statistics. Table 8 shows those 
differences which are significant at the 90% confidence level 
or higher.

Behavioural factor Evaluator's behaviour

Aims
Meet new customers 
Promote existing products

Evaluators rate this higher 
Evaluators rate this lower

Objectives set
Meeting new customers

Meeting existing customers 
Launching new products 
Sales

Evaluators are much more likely 
to set a formal objective 
More likely to set formal objective 
More likely to set formal objective 
More likely to set formal objective

Die 6: Evaluation methods by exhibition aims. Table 8: Differences Between Evaluators and Non-Evaluators hi 
Terms of Aims find Objectives
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Evaluators therefore seem to be much more concerned with 
selling activities; meeting new customers, interacting with 
existing ones, getting new sales orders. Non-evaluators appear 
less concerned about these; possibly, of course, those who are 
not proposing to evaluate their activities are less likely to need 
to set objectives in the first place.

Conclusion

Selling activities, in general, appear to be rated as more impor 
tant than non-selling activities by most exhibitors. Exhibitors 
also seem to be more likely to use hard measures (such as 
records of contacts made and leads taken) for selling activities 
than for non-selling activities.

Formal objective-setting appears to be influenced by ,a 
combination of importance of the activity and the ease or dif 
ficulty of assessment. Most exhibitors state that personal sell 
ing is the main aim of exhibiting, or indeed the only aim; most 
are able to set formal objectives for taking sales orders, but the 
majority (more than two-thirds) are unable or unwilling to set 
objectives for interacting with existing customers. If most 
firms do not set objectives for this activity, clearly even fewer 
would set objectives for non-selling activities such as enhanc 
ing the company image (ranked sixth, scoring only fractional 
ly less than taking sales orders, and yet with only 30% setting 
a formal objective).

More research is indicated into the reasons why firms do 
not evaluate, but some possible reasons have been identified, 
as follows:

1. The firm doesn't have the resources to carry out the eval 
uation.

2. The activity is not important enough to warrant evalua 
tion.

3. The evaluation would be too difficult or expensive.
4. The firm is- owner-managed and therefore the owner feels 

able to estimate the effectiveness of the exhibition without 
formal evaluation (Blythe 1997).

Non-evaluation of such an expensive, time-consuming and 
(often) disruptive activity would seem to be perverse, to say 
the least. It would be hard to imagine a firm conducting, for 
example, a nationwide billboard campaign without evaluating 
the results, yet exhibiting represents (nationally) more than 
double the expenditure on billboard and outdoor advertising.

The general view expressed by the respondents in the 
interview stage of the research was that the non-selling aims 
are too vague and non-quantifiable to be worth following up, 
even when the firms recognised their importance.

It may, of course, be possible for exhibition organisers to 
carry out such research on an "omnibus" basis, perhaps invit 
ing visitors to rate exhibitors on image-related dimensions. 
This would add to the existing visitor research which many 
organisers carry out and which is used to persuade exhibitors 
of the advantages of taking a stand. There is possibly a case for 
the development of new research tools for exhibitors and the 
exhibition industry to use in this task; academics are perhaps 
the most obvious source of such tools, and research is indicat 
ed in this area.

Practitioners may want to ask themselves whether they 
should reconsider their evaluation methods in the light of the 
importance of some activities. If simpler evaluation methods 
were available for some of the non-selling aims, presumably 
they would be used and a clearer comparison between rival 
exhibitions, and indeed between exhibitions and other promo 
tional tools, could be made. This may well be a function best 
carried out by exhibition organisers and even exhibition hall 
proprietors.
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Exhibitor commitment & the 
evaluation of exhibition activities

Jim Blythe
University of Glamorgan Business School

This paper reports on research carried out with UK exhibitors regarding the methods they 

use for assessing whether their exhibition activities have been effective or not. It was 

found that differences occur which are related to the proportion of the marketing budget 

which is committed to exhibiting. In many cases exhibitors do not apply sufficiently 

rigorous assessment methods, and in some cases no formal methods are applied at all, but 

those firms with a higher level of commitment to exhibiting appear less likely to assess 

their activities than do those firms with a lower level of commitment. This was the case 

even tor those firms with a very high level of commitment to exhibitions.

INTRODUCTION

Substantial sums of money are, devoted to exhibitions. During 1995, 
£750 million was spent on trade, consumer and agricultural shows in 
the UK - double the amount spent on outdoor and transport 
advertising (jf378m) and more than the advertising spend in 
consumer magazines (£533m) or business directories (£639m). If 
private events are included (£266m), the spend approaches that of the 
advertising spend on national newspaper advertising (Marketing Pocket 

Book 1997). The UK exhibition market grew by 20 per cent between 
1980 and 1991, compared with 10 per cent for the US over the same 

period (Keynote, 1991).
Exhibitions are regarded as an important element in the 

promotional mix. Exhibitors attended (on average) five exhibitions 

each in 1993, with foreign exhibitors attending (on average) two UK 
exhibitions each (EIF, 1994). However, some exhibitors commit 

greater resources to exhibitions than others. This paper examines the 
differences between firms which commit large proportions of their
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marketing budgets to exhibitions and those who commit lesser 

amounts.

PREVIOUS RESEARCH

There has been relatively little attention paid to measuring the 

effectiveness of exhibitions; Bonoma (1983) suggests that this is due 

to inherent difficulties in carrying out quantitative research in the 

area. Most studies ask exhibitors whether they were satisfied with the 

outcomes of,the exhibitions or not; few ask how exhibitors know 

whether an exhibition was a success or not. In the US, Cavanaugh 

(1976) concluded that few exhibitors assess outcomes using rigorous 

measures. Bellizzi and Lipps (1984) concurred with this, adding that 

outcomes are often assessed solely in terms of selling objectives. US 

research accords closely with UK research, where comparisons exist. 

Some studies have examined whether exhibitions are cost-effective 

(Gopalakrishna et al., 1995; Sashi and Perretty, 1992; Mee, 1988), but 

in all cases the researchers have found it difficult to isolate exhibitions 

from the effect, of the other elements in the promotional mix. In the 

case of Sashi and Perretty's paper, the researchers relied heavily on 

self-reports by exhibitors without asking how the exhibitors knew 

that the exhibitions had been effective.
In order to measure an exhibition's effectiveness an exhibitor 

needs to set objectives, and to establish evaluation methods (Kerin 

and Cron, 1987). The objectives themselves need to be chosen with 

care since an inappropriate objective may be immeasurable, or may 

require complex measurement tools. Most of the practitioner 

literature emphasises this point (Cotterell, 1992; Waterhouse, 1987). A 

distinction needs to be drawn between aims and objectives - an aim is 

a reason for carrying out a specific activity, whereas an objective 

implies a specific outcome. Therefore aims, objectives and evaluation 

or monitoring are actually three separate issues. In an earlier study 

(Blythe and Rayner, 1996), exhibitors clearly indicated that having a 

reason to exhibit did not necessarily translate into setting an objective, 

as Table 1 shows.
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TABLE 1 REPRESENTATIVE STATEMENTS REGARDING 
OBJECTIVES

% of marketing budget 
spent on exhibitions What objectives, if any, do you set for exhibitions?

80% We aim to see 2-300 people, to sell, and to reach into 
the market to launch new products

80% In the main to sell and launch new machines, but also to sell 
existing products and to contact and meet existing customers

70 75% Nothing in the precise sense. To meet as many new 
customers as possible

100% To try to sell

95% None really, because it is viewed as a PR job, not an order- 
taking exercise. However, the main aim of the exercise is to 
get a reaction to next season's lines

Only one of the above interviewees was able to attach a figure to 
the aim (thus converting it to an objective) and even this was 
somewhat vague ('to see 200-300 people'). None of those 
interviewed had any system in place for assessing whether the aim (or 
objective) had been achieved.

Two UK surveys relating directly to exhibition effectiveness are 
the EIF Exhibition Effectiveness Survey (1989) carried out by the Centre 
for Leisure and Tourism Studies, and the Exhibition Effectiveness Study 
carried out by Taylor Nelson Business Services (1991). Both of these 
studies examined the intentions of exhibitors, and their satisfaction 
with the exhibition process, but neither survey asked how exhibitors 
actually determined whether objectives had been met.

These surveys both indicated that companies take a 
sales-orientated approach, geared to generating sales leads, with most 
non-selling activities appearing low down the list. The exception is 
that 70 per cent of respondents exhibit in order -to make their 
presence felt in the market - an aim clearly not directly connected to 
immediate sales.
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The Taylor Nelson study found that exhibitors were not always 

good at evaluating their activities, as this quote indicates:

Respondent companies found it extremely difficult or 

impossible to rationally evaluate exhibition expenditure.
(Taylor Nelson, 1991)

The same study found that exhibitors tend to evaluate the 

effectiveness of an exhibition via a number of soft variables, such as 

number of stand visitors, number of brochures issued, or number of 

names collected. Even when sales leads were collected formally, there 

was often little structured follow-up to convert them to sales.

If many exhibitors have no real way of evaluating the selling 

effectiveness of the show, it seems unlikely that they will have any 

way of evaluating non-selling activities, since these are notoriously 

harder to assess (Kerin and Cron, 1987; Sharland and Balogh, 1996).

Bonoma (1983) suggests that non-selling achievements need to be 

separated from selling achievements. Barczyk et al. (1988) use a similar 

approach, splitting activities into the functional and. the symbolic 

(corresponding approximately to selling and non-selling). The 

importance of accurate evaluation of a firm's performance at an 

exhibition cannot be overstated; it enables a firm to justify an 

expensive activity, to compare one exhibition with another, and to 

contrast one element of the marketing mix with another. Yet research 

by the Trade Show Bureau in the US (1983) and by the EIF in the 

UK demonstrates that a substantial proportion of exhibitors do not 

set formal objectives, particularly at the level of individual exhibitions 

(EIF, 1989). This is compounded by the fact that, even if objectives 

are set, they are often not explained clearly to the stand personnel.

A study carried out by Shipley et al. (1993) invited UK exhibitors to 

score the importance of various reasons for exhibiting. Exhibitors 

provided scores both for UK and for overseas exhibitions, and 

assigned a score out of seven for each activity, with one as the lowest 

rating and seven as the highest. Selling activities (meeting new 

customers, launching new products, and so on) appeared high on the 

list of priorities. The distinction should again be drawn here between 

aims and objectives - exhibitors are quite clear about their reasons for 

exhibiting, as Shipley, et al. showed; they are apparently less able to 

operationalise these into objectives.
Data about audiences at exhibitions are again limited, mainly 

because few of the exhibition organisers collect and collate detailed
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(and accurate) information about the visitors. This is true of both the 

UK and the US (Cotterell, 1992). Thus an exhibitor will be unable to 

assess the effectiveness of the stand, since he will be unable to check 

whether his" stand has attracted its fair share of the target audience 

(McDermott, 1992). UK research conducted into visitor motivation 

and responsibilities showed that most visitors are not on a buying 

expedition, and indeed many visitors have no role in purchasing at all 

(Gramann, 1993; Bello and Lohtia, 1993).

PRIMARY RESEARCH

An earlier paper (Blythe and Rayrier, 1996) described an exploratory 

study carried out among exhibitors in the Midlands. This preliminary 

study indicated that exhibitors had great difficulty in assessing both 

selling and non-selling activities, confirming the Taylor Nelson 

findings. This initial study was followed up by a survey of 200 

exhibitors at two UK trade exhibitions. One hundred and four 

useable replies were returned   an exceptionally high response rate 

for a postal survey. Table 2 shows the profile of the respondents.

Respondents -were questioned about three areas of activity: first, 

their aims in exhibiting; second, whether they set formal objectives 

for the aims; and third, what methods they used for assessing the 

outcomes of the exhibition. The list of aims of exhibiting was 

obtained from the Shipley et al. study of 1993, and space was allowed 

for respondents to add any other reasons they might have for 

exhibiting. No further reasons were added by respondents. The list of 

methods was derived from the interviews used in the exploratory 

study, and is as follows:

  market research - questionnaires or interviews with people 

who saw the exhibition stand;
  records of the numbers of contacts made;
  records of the numbers of sales leads taken;
  records of business actually done at the exhibition (for example, 

sales made, distributors signed up);
  records of business done by follow-ups after the exhibition;

  informal discussions afterwards - 'postmortem' meetings.
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The exhibitors were asked to state which of the above methods 
they used for each of the objectives they had identified during the 
first part of the questionnaire. Respondents were allowed to specify 
more than one method for each objective.

TABLE 2 PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS

Characteristic No. of respondents (n=104) % of total

Job titles
Sales/marketing director
Owner/partner/managing director
Administrator
Other

Number of employees
0-50

51-150
151-300
301-500
501-1000
1,000+

% of marketing budget devoted to exhibitions
1 or less
1-10

11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61-70
71-80
81-90
91-100

Frequency of exhibiting (per annum)
12 or more
6-11
3-5

Once or twice
Less than once

32
38
30

4

70
20

5
3
5
1

4
8

14
8
7

20
6
6

16
8
7

5
14
51
33

1

31
37
29

4

67
19

5
3
5
1

4
8'

13
8
7

19
6
6

15
8
7

5
14
49
32

1
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REASONS FOR EXHIBITING

Respondents were asked to give their reasons for exhibiting, assigning 
a score out of ten to each reason. The mean scores for each of the 
groups is as shown in Table 3.

TABLE 3 REASONS FOR EXHIBITING, BY BUDGET COMMITMENT

Respondents committing Respondents 
^ 50% of their budgets committing > 50%

Reason Mean

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about, the competition
Getting an 'edge' on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

score given

8.70
7.89
7.82
7.72
8.70
4.49
4.68
4.77
4.26
4.82
5.13
7.51
5.31

Mean score given

9.09
6.95
7.46
7.23
8.53
5.27
4.44
4.84
3.44
4.42
5.33
7.86
5.07

Source; Surve;' respondents, n = 104

Table 3 shows that the two groups had much the same reasons for 
exhibiting. In fact, a t-test revealed that the differences between the 
groups were not statistically significant, except in the case of 
enhancing the company image when the low-commitment exhibitors 
were significantly more likely to cite this reason (significant at the 95 
per cent confidence level).

Other significant differences appeared when the exhibitors who 
commit 90 per cent or more of their budgets to exhibiting were 
compared with the remainder of exhibitors. These exhibitors were 
significantly more interested in meeting new customers, less 
interested in company image, less interested in staff morale, and less 
interested in meeting new distributors. The reasons for this may have 
less to do with the level of commitment to exhibiting and more to do 
with the size of firm; all but two of these respondents employed 
fewer than 50 staff. In some cases, undoubtedly, these firms would be 
owner-managed and might have no staff at the exhibition, in which
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case staff morale would not be an issue. Likewise, such firms may not 
need to have distributors, and may not yet be large enough to feel 
able to commit resources to image-building. In other words, the 
firm's size may be causing all these effects, perhaps including high 
commitment to exhibitions (Blythe, 1997).

Overall, it would seem that the firm's reasons for exhibiting are 
not closely linked to its budget commitment to exhibiting.

OBJECTIVE-SETTING

In many cases-respondents either set objectives which were then not 
evaluated, or evaluated activities for which there were no formal 
objectives, which tends to show a lack of an organised (and formal) 
approach to the problem. It should be said in mitigation that many of 
the managers who completed the questionnaire might not have 
agreed with the objectives laid down by their companies. Also, the 
lack of a formal objective does not mean that the company discounts 
the value of the activity as a worthwhile part of the exhibition 
strategy.

Often managers would find it difficult to formalise an objective, 
since they would have no means of measuring its achievement or 
(possibly) no way of operationalising an aim. Table 4 shows the mean 
numbers of respondents setting each objective, broken down by 
budget commitment.

A t-test revealed that the only areas of significant difference 
between the two groups were on the issues of enhancing the firm's 
image (significant at the 90 per cent confidence level), of promoting 
existing products (significant at the 95 per cent level) and in gaining 
an edge over non-exhibitors (significant at die 90 per cent level). 
Although neither group have a high propensity to set objectives about 
maintaining an edge on competitors, the low-commitment firms are 
very unlikely to care about this issue. This may be due to their having 
many other ways of gaining an edge, or it may link to other 

objectives.
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TABLE 4 PROPENSITY TO SET OBJECTIVES, BY BUDGET 

______COMMITMENT______________________________
Respondents committing Respondents 

< 50% of their budgets committing > 50%

Mean no. of 
Objective set respondents

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about the competition
Getting an 'edge' on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

0.41
0.38
0.29
0.44
0.49
0.16
0.05
0.13
0.13
0.16
0.20
0.54
0.20

Mean no. of 
respondents

0.53
0.21
0.32
0.26
0.44
0.21
0.14
0.14
0.12
0.16
0.21
0.51
0.19

Source: Survey respondents, n   104

The greater propensity of low-commitment firms to set objectives 
regarding the promotion of existing products may be due to a greater 
need to justify exhibition expenditure against other types of 
promotion expenditure. Less surprisingly, the high-commitment 
exhibitors appear more convinced that exhibiting will gain them an 
edge over non-exhibitors, and seem to set objectives for this. Those 
exhibitors committing more than 90 per cent of their budgets to 
exhibiting also show a markedly higher propensity to set objectives 
for this activity.

Interestingly, these very highly committed exhibitors are more 
likely to set formal objectives for raising staff morale than are 
exhibitors as a whole. This is interesting because those same 
exhibitors are significantly less likely to have this as an aim of the 
exhibition. Presumably those who have staff morale as an aim usually 
set a formal objective for its achievement.

Low-commitment firms were more likely to set objectives 
regarding enhancing the firm's image, and it may be supposed that 
these firms are therefore aware of exhibitions as a flag-waving or PR 
exercise. Since the high-commitment firms tend to be smaller, they
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may be less concerned with company image (or indeed any other 
intangible benefits of exhibiting).

EVALUATION OF OBJECTIVES

An analysis was undertaken to determine the relative frequency of use 
of each method of evaluation. To do this, a simple total was taken of 
the number of times respondents specified a particular evaluation 
method (see Table 3). The responses were also divided into those 
who spent more than half of the marketing budget on exhibiting (43 
respondents), and those committing less (61 respondents). In order to 
generate comparable figures, the means for each group are shown in 
Table 5.

TABLE 5 RELATIVE FREQUENCY OF EVALUATION METHODS
Evaluation method

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of sales leads
Records of business done at the exhibition
Records of business done by follow-ups
Informal discussions, 'postmortems*
No evaluation made

50% or less spent 
on exhibiting 

(61 respondents)

0.89
1.61
1.42
2.08
1.66
2.01
0.16

More than 50% 
spent on exhibiting 

(43 respondents)

0.30
1.16
1.72
2.14
1.30
2.00
0.16-

As can be seen from the above figures, respondents committing 
fewer resources to exhibitions appear to use more measures of 
success - they are approximately three times as likely to use formal 
market research, more likely to use records of follow-up business, and 
more likely to use records of contacts made. They are slightly less 
likely to rely on recording leads taken at the exhibition as a way of 
measuring success, however.

There is an apparent anomaly here in that one would reasonably 
expect that those firms making a bigger commitment to exhibiting 
would be proportionately more likely to be using rigorous measures 
for confirming the success of the exercise. This is not the case. 'On 
the other hand, those with budgets divided among different forms of 
promotion may need to make more careful assessments in order to
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compare the cost-effectiveness of the methods used. This would not 
be an issue for a firm spending all its' budget on exhibiting, since no 
other activities are being undertaken.

Regarding the ranking of the methods used, firms with a lower 
commitment used records of business done as their main method, 
with' informal discussion as the second most-used method. Firms 
with a large commitment also counted records of business done as 
the main method, with informal discussion as the second most-used 
method. Recording leads came a poor fifth for the less-committed 
exhibitors; for both sets of exhibitors market research was the 
least-used method.

The differences between the two groups are not statistically 
significant, with the exception of the use of market research, where 
the difference is significant at the 90 per cent level.

What is interesting is the preponderance of non-evaluation of 
activities. Ten respondents in the low-commitment category do not 
evaluate their activities at all, nor do seven in the high-commitment 
category. This equates to approximately 15 per cent of all 
respondents. When individual activities are taken into account, the 
proportions rise greatly   for most activities fewer than half of the 
respondents evaluate in any way whatever (even to'the extent of not 
discussing the issue informally). The percentages of non-evaluators 
are shown in Table 6.

It is perhaps not surprising that the majority of respondents make 
no attempt to measure the degree to which the company image has 
been enhanced, or the degree to which they have gained an edge on 
non-exhibitors; these are difficult aspects to measure. Likewise, 
enhancing the morale of the staff might be expected (sadly) to have a 
low priority in terms of taking measures. What is surprising is that 
almost one-third of the high-commitment respondents, and a 
remarkable two-fifths of low-commitment respondents, take no 
measure whatever of the sales orders received as a result of the 
exhibition activity. This is despite the fact that both groups rated 
taking sales orders as being the main reason for exhibiting.
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TABLE 6 NON-EVALUATORS AS A PERCENTAGE OF
______RESPONDENTS, DY OBJECTIVE______________ ___

Respondents committing Respondents 
^ 50% of their budgets committing > 50%

Number %

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about the competition
Getting an 'edge^-on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

23
37
32
34
28
40
50
45
48
40
40
24
42

37.7
60.7
52.5
55.7
45.9
65.6
82.0
72.6
78.7
65.6
65.6
39.3
68.9

Number

13
27
19
21
18
34
37
34
33
35
31
13
28

%

30.2
62.8
44.2
48.8
41.9
79.1
86.0
79.1
76.7
81.4
72.1
30.2
65.1

Source: Survey respondents, n - 104

For most of Shipley et a/.'s objectives, it would appear that most of 
the exhibitors have no method of assessing whether their efforts have 
been effective. Naturally, not all exhibitors have the same objectives, 
so they may be assessing only those few objectives that are important 
to them. It would certainly appear that the last seven objectives on 
the list (apart from taking sales orders) are not of great interest to 
most exhibitors.

Alternatively, these areas are of interest but exhibitors are unable 
or unwilling to put in place assessment measures to determine 
whether the exhibition has succeeded on those dimensions.

An analysis of objective-setting showed that non-evaluators are 
significantly less likely to set objectives concerning the following aims:

   meeting new customers (99 per cent confidence level);
  meeting existing customers (99 per cent confidence level);
  launching new products (95 per cent confidence level);
  taking sales orders (99 per cent confidence level).

In fact, non-evaluators are significantly less likely to state that 
meeting new customers is even an aim of exhibiting, though they are 
significantly more likely to give promoting existing products as an
aim.
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Again, part of the; reason for the failure to set objectives might be 
due to the size, of the firms; non-evaluators tend to be smaller firms, 
the majority employing fewer than 50 people. A one-person firm 
might be less likely to feel the need to set formal objectives, for 
example. Unfortunately, the questionnaire did not allow for finding 
out whether the firms involved were that small.

CONCLUSIONS

Measuring the effectiveness of exhibitions involves three stages. First, 
firms need to be clear about why they are exhibiting. Second, they 
need to set formal objectives for their exhibiting activities. Third, they 
need to use appropriate measures to assess whether those objectives 
have been achieved. This study has been concerned with the 
differences between firms who commit heavily to exhibitions as a 
promotional tool, and those who do not.

High-commitment firms appear to have the following 
distinguishing characteristics:

  Less likely to exhibit in order to enhance their company's 
image. In other words, the PR value of being seen at the 
exhibition ranks lower in their estimation.

  Less likely to set formal objectives, particularly regarding image 
and promoting existing products.

  Less likely to set objectives for gaining an edge on competitors.
  Use fewer evaluation measures and are much less likely to use 

hard measures such as market research to justify their exhibition 

activities.
  Tend to be smaller firms, employing fewer staff.

What is interesting about these findings is that it appears that firms 
which have -a lower commitment to exhibiting tend to take a more 
formal and structured approach to the activity. This is 
counter-intuitive, in that it might reasonably be expected that firms 

which spend most or all of their promotional budgets on exhibiting 
would be sophisticated in their approach, would want to monitor the 

activities closely in order to assess one exhibition against another and 
would generally look after the basket in which they are keeping all 
their eggs. Equally, it might be supposed that firms which are only
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marginally committed to exhibiting might not bother to evaluate their 

activities - these firms are more likely to see the exhibition as a 

flag-waving exercise (as reported here) and therefore marginalise the 

activity.
Some possible reasons for this not being the case are as follows:

  Firms with a low commitment are likely to want to compare 
exhibiting against other forms of promotion.

  Firms with a high commitment have already found out that 
exhibitions really work for mem and no longer need to evaluate.

  Firms with a low commitment may have larger budgets in the 
first place and be more able to afford evaluation tools such as 
market research.

  High commitment to exhibiting might be caused by small size 
and limited resources in some cases, thus leading to limited need 
for evaluation or limited funds for doing so.

In most cases, though, exhibitors seem to be taking it on trust that 
the exhibitions are working for them   very few evaluate their 
activities in any realistic way. Many exhibitors apparently do not even 
discuss the exhibition when they get back to head office. Further 

research is indicated into why exhibitors do not evaluate. In some 
cases the lack of expertise or resources might be the cause, in others 

there may be a reluctance to examine things too closely in case it 
turns out that exhibiting is not very effective. Certainly some of the 
interviewees in the early part of the study seemed genuinely puzzled 
when asked how they knew that exhibitions were effective.

Several questions remain unanswered. First, are exhibitions really 

effective? This is difficult to answer because so little evaluation is 

taking place, but also because it is difficult to separate out the effects 

of other promotional tools. Although Moriarty and Spekman (1984) 
showed that exhibitions are influential during need recognition and 
vendor selection stages of decision-making, it has proved difficult to 

demonstrate that this translates into greater sales (despite 

Gopalakrishna et a/., 1995). Second, are firms that evaluate their 

activities more successful than those that do not? By its nature this 
question is impossible to answer, since non-evaluators have not 

defined their criteria for success, or evaluated them. Third, which 

evaluation methods are most effective? The most popular method 

used was records of business done, closely followed by informal 

discussion after the show, but these seem unlikely to be the most
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rigorous or effective methods available. E,ven the records of business 
done would scarcely show the whole picture, since many visitors 
would not actually place orders at the show.

Overall, there is still much to be learned about exhibitions and 
their effectiveness. For practitioners, the lesson is that fuller 
evaluation needs to be undertaken; for academics, the evidence is that 
 exhibitors are not likely to be able to supply'definitive answers about 
how (or even if) exhibitions work, and therefore the research problem 
is more complex than it at first appears. It remains to be seen whether 
exhibitions are actually efficient uses of resources or not.
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I Introduction
Substantial sums of money are devoted to 
exhibitions; during 1995, £750 million was 
spent on trade, consumer and agricultural 
shows in the UK, which was double the 
amount spent on outdoor and transport 
advertising (£378 million) and more than the 
advertising spend in consumer magazines 
(£533 million) or business directories (£639 
million). If private events are included (£266 
million), the spend approaches that of the 
advertising spend on national newspaper 
advertising (Marketing Pocket Book, 1997).

According to the Exhibition Industry 
Federation, exhibitors spent an average of 
£30,500 per exhibitor on trade and/or public 
exhibitions during 1993 (EIF, Centre for 
Leisure and Tourism Studies, 1994). In the 
USA, exhibitions absorb one-fifth of all US 
marketing budgets, the second largest ex 
penditure after advertising (Jacobsen, 1990).

Trade exhibitions are obviously regarded 
as an important tool of marketing commu 
nications, yet relatively few studies have 
examined the effectiveness of the medium. 
This may be due to the difficulties of isolating 
the various factors involved in a successful 
promotion, it may be due to the great variety 
of types of exhibition, or it may be due to 
entrenched attitudes on the part of exhibitors 
(and non-exhibitors). In any event, there is 
little research into the degree of fit between 
the messages the exhibitors wish to convey 
and the receptiveness of the exhibition's 
visitors towards those messages.

Communication can be viewed as the 
transmission of information (Rossiter and 
Percy, 1987). A communication is only possi 
ble where there is a transmitter, a receiver, a 
medium of communication, and intelligence 
to be communicated. The transmitter and 
receiver must also share a common field of 
experience, at least in terms of sharing a 
common language.

Within the exhibition context, a commu 
nication will succeed only if the following 
conditions apply:
1 The visitor must have a role in the field to 

which the exhibitor is addressing the 
message.

2 The exhibitor must present the message in 
a way that is comprehensible to the 
visitor.

3 The visitor must be in a mood to listen. 
Put another way, the message must be of 
interest to the visitor.

4 The visitor and the exhibitor must share a 
common "trade language". Put another 
way, both must be fluent in the jargon of 
the industry concerned.

The aims and objectives of visitors and 
exhibitors are likely to be different, of course; 
however, the essential element for commu 
nication to be effective is that those aims and 
objectives are compatible. If the exhibitor has 
gone to the exhibition hoping to make sales, 
and the visitor has gone to look for new 
products to buy, there is a high probability 
that communication can take place. If, how 
ever, visitors have no purchasing intent (or 
no ability to purchase) they will not be 
receptive to the exhibitor's message.

UK research into exhibition activity has 
been limited; the more extensive US research 
is somewhat inconclusive. In particular, 
there appears to be considerable debate 
concerning whether trade shows work at all 
in terms of meeting firms' communications 
objectives. Certainly attitudes among exhi 
bitors and non-exhibitors are often extreme; 
there are those who rely entirely on exhibi 
tions, having no other promotional activity, 
and equally there are marketers who never 
exhibit. For the researcher, these entrenched 
attitudes may mean that responses to inter 
views or surveys might not be entirely 
unbiased.

Furthermore, much of the research that is 
available has been generated by exhibition 
hall proprietors and other interested parties. 
Some of the published research appears
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contradictory, and much of what is cited in 
literature reviews turns out to be unsup 
ported opinion or derived from newspaper 
and magazine articles. Trade shows do 
appear to have distinct advantages over other 
promotion methods, both for visitors and for 
exhibitors; there is the possibility of an 
immediate follow-up, the show is not an 
interruption of other activities (as are most 
sales calls), there is an opportunity for hands- 
on experience of the exhibits, and there is a 
one-to-one exposure of buyer to seller 
(Galginaitis, 1980). Unfortunately, there is 
little hard evidence to back this up.

This paper reports on a survey of exhibi 
tors at two UK exhibitions, the Spring Gift 
Fair, which is held at the National Exhibition 
Centre in Birmingham, and the Sound and 
Vision Exhibition, sponsored by What Hi-Fi?, 
which is held annually in Bristol. A stratified 
sample of 200 exhibitors was drawn from 
each exhibition, and a self-completion 
questionnaire was mailed out. One hundred 
and four useable responses were returned, 
which is an exceptionally high response rate 
for a postal questionnaire. There appears to 
be no reason for this, since no follow-up 
mailings were used on non-respondents, and 
no special measures were employed to obtain 
a high response rate. Possibly exhibitors are 
rarely asked for their views, and are there 
fore more receptive to mail surveys.

1 Previous US and British research

The research into exhibitions falls into four 
main areas:
1 objective setting;
2 assessment of outcomes;
3 organising and staffing; and
4 visitor profiling.

Most of the published research is American, 
and while there might be some cause for 
circumspection in applying US research to a 
UK or European situation (due to the differ 
ing role of trade shows in a large country), 
where comparisons exist with UK research 
the findings are broadly similar.

Objective setting is often mentioned in the 
popular "how-to" books (Waterhouse, 1987; 
Cotterell, 1992), although there is consider 
able confusion between aims and objectives. 
An aim is, presumably, a reason for carrying 
out the activity, whereas an objective is a 
formal statement of the intended outcome. 
Often the terms "aim" and "objective" are 
used interchangeably, so that the reader is 
left to assume that because an exhibitor has a 
specific aim this will automatically be con 
verted to a quantifiable objective. Research 
for this and other papers demonstrates that

this is not true (Blythe, 1997; Blythe and 
Rayner, 1996). In fact, during the course of 
interviews conducted in the preliminary 
stages of this research, it became evident that 
aims, objectives, and evaluation or monitor 
ing are actually three separate issues. 
Objectives can be divided into selling and 
non-selling activities (Bonoma, 1983; Kerin 
and Cron, 1987), and although it could be 
argued that (ultimately) all marketing activ 
ities are aimed at increasing sales, Barczyk 
et al. (1988) were able to group activities as 
being either symbolic or functional, broadly 
corresponding to non-selling and selling 
functions. For example, some firms exhibit as 
a "flag-waving exercise", whereas other 
firms exhibit purely to generate leads for the 
salesforce.

Assessing the outcomes of exhibiting has 
also received some attention from research 
ers. Sashi and Perretty's (1992) paper seeks to 
outline the arguments for and against 
exhibiting at trade shows. They quote Cour- 
etas (1984) as saying that "only the exhibition 
will involve all disciplines, and will present 
the greatest opportunity to present... as a 
total company". Detractors are quoted as 
saying that trade shows are a form of "mass 
hysteria" or that "everything is done for the 
show management, not the exhibitors" 
(Bonoma, 1983). According to Sashi and 
Perretty, the controversy centres around the 
inability of firms to quantify the return on 
their trade show investment. This problem is 
greatest at non-selling shows where the 
buying decision involves a large decision- 
making unit, and where the sales cycle is 
measured in months, thus making it difficult 
to assess the contribution of each element of 
the promotion activity. This problem is 
common to most of the forms of promotion 
that the firm uses, unless of course the firm 
has only one promotion method.

A study carried out in the USA into the 
effectiveness of exhibiting (Gopalakrishna 
et al., 1995) concluded that those who attend 
trade shows are more likely to buy than those 
who do not. Put another way, trade shows are 
effective. The study was carried out with 
firms who have no other promotional activity 
than exhibitions and who were launching 
new products. Buyers were divided into the 
segment who visited the exhibition and the 
segment who did not, and a comparison made 
regarding the adoption of the new product. 
The problem with this study is that it 
assumes that the two groups of visitors were 
equally interested in the product category, 
but were simply making different choices 
about their information-gathering activities. 
The study also does not allow a comparison 
between exhibiting and other forms of

[101]



Jim Blythe
Visitor and exhibitor 
expectations and outcomes at 
trade exhibitions

Marketing Intelligence &
Planning
17/2(1999] 100-108

promotion, e.g. personal selling or road 
shows.

Although exhibitors often state that exhi- 
bitions are effective, the majority have no 
accurate way of evaluating the return on 
their trade show investments (Konopacki, 
1978; Blythe and Rayner, 1996). US studies 
show a similar pattern (Bellizzi and Lipps, 
1984; Cavanaugh, 1976; Gopalakrishna and 
Lilien, 1995), with exhibitors typically rely 
ing on surrogate measures of performance 
(audience activity, audience quality, propor 
tion of target audience attracted to the stand, 
etc.(Gopalakrishna et al, 1995)). Even where 
objective measures do exist, the managers 
responsible for the exhibition might be 
reluctant to admit that it had not worked for 
them. The same is less likely to be true of 
visitors to the exhibition, who (at most) 
would only have to justify taking a day away 
from the office; although it should be noted 
that, in the USA, visitors often travel con 
siderable distances to attend national shows, 
with consequent travelling and hotel bills to 
justify. Frequently exhibitors do not set 
formal objectives; in fact, some reports 
suggest that those who do are in the minority 
(Mee, 1988; Trade Show Bureau, 1983; Blythe, 
1997). A failure to set objectives or to evaluate 
those objectives which are set must cast 
doubt on whether executives actually know 
whether the exhibition has been effective or 
not. In addition, there is the difficulty of 
deciding whether the objectives being set are 
realistic, and it is in this area that exhibitors 
need to consider the visitors' expectations.

Visitors to trade shows have their own 
agendas for the show, which often do not 
accord with the exhibitors' expectations. 
American research (Bello and Lohtia, 1993) 
indicates that many visitors do not have any 
role in purchasing, even as influencers or 
users; this is borne out by UK research 
(Gramman, 1993). Conversely, exhibitors 
frequently cite sales objectives as the main 
reason for exhibiting (Kerin and Cron, 1987; 
Shipley et al, 1993; Blythe, 1997). Given the 
emphasis on sales, it would clearly be in the 
exhibitors' best interests if the visitors have 
a role in purchasing, preferably a final say in 
the buying decision.

Visitors appear to go to exhibitions with 
very clear ideas as to why they are there. 
Table I is adapted from research carried out 
by Jill Gramann Market Research in 1994 in 
which 507 visitors were questioned as they 
left the exhibition hall. The exhibition was 
the RoSPA Health and Safety Exhibition. The 
code frame for this was developed from 
previous qualitative research.

The research went on to look at the 
purchasing roles of the visitors. A total of

65 per cent said that they had some role in 
purchasing, and of these 40 per cent had the 
final say in any purchasing decision. There 
fore only 26 per cent of the visitors to the 
exhibition would have been able to place 
orders as a result of the show. Since 35 per 
cent of visitors to this exhibition apparently 
had no purchasing role whatsoever, it would 
appear that decision makers are in the 
minority. Similar research in the USA 
showed a similar pattern. A total of 57.9 per 
cent of visitors to an industrial equipment 
show had some role in purchasing, whereas 
42.1 per cent had no role within the decision- 
making unit (Bello and Lohtia, 1993).

A further analysis was undertaken by 
Gramann (1994) of the regular visitors, i.e. 
those who visited the same exhibition year 
after year. The three main reasons for doing 
this are shown in Table II (the figures in 
brackets signify the percentage of respon 
dents giving this reason for repeat visits).

The next problem is to examine what 
connections there are, if any, between visitor 
expectations and exhibitor expectations.

For the visitors, the three main objectives 
were as follows:
1 To see new products and developments.
2 To obtain technical or product informa 

tion.
3 To get up-to-date information.

Again according to Gramann (1994) 88 per 
cent of visitors felt they had achieved their 
objectives at the exhibitions. As shown in 
Table III, fewer of the exhibitors showed such 
confidence.

Gramann (1994) does report that many 
exhibitors complained about the quality of 
visitors, saying that they were not decision 
makers; this complaint appears to be justi 
fied, in the sense that few of them have a 
direct purchasing role. At the 1993 Autotech 
exhibition, Gramann (1993) found the split of 
visitors according to areas of responsibility 
as shown in Table IV.

The industrial purchasing unit consists of 
users, influencers, buyers, decision makers, 
and gatekeepers. Although it is not possible 
from the figures given by Gramman (1993) to 
categorise the visitors precisely, it would 
appear from the above that approximately 26 
per cent of the visitors were decision makers, 
2 per cent were gatekeepers, 35 per cent had 
no role at all, and the remaining 37 per cent 
were influencers or users. These proportions 
would vary from one exhibition to another, 
but the fact remains that a large number of 
those visiting the exhibition are not in a 
position to make purchases. This is not an 
untypical situation. At the Autotech 1993 
exhibition, visitor research revealed that

rioai
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Table I
Reasons for visiting exhibitions

To see new products/developments 
To obtain technical or product

information 
To get up-to-date information on

legislation
To try new products/demonstrations 
To see new companies 
To see a specific company/product 
To make business contacts 
To discuss specific problems/talk to

experts
To compare products/services 
To get training information/products

53
23

21

19
14
10
8
5

5
5

Source: Gramann (1994)

Table II
Reasons for repeat visits to exhibitions

1 Need to keep in touch/get new ideas 69
2 Always something new 21
3 It is the industry showcase 12

Table III
Visitor assessment of exhibitions

Very successful 
Quite successful 
Acceptable level 
Not very successful

18
42
33

7

Table IV
Visitor job profiles

Sales and marketing
Engineering
Research and development
Design
General management

23
23
22
15
8

only 16.45 per cent of visitors had the final 
say in purchase decisions, while 53 per cent 
of visitors had no role in purchasing what 
ever (Gramann, 1993).

It is therefore clear that, although a large 
number are influencers in the decision- 
making process, and in some cases even 
specify which products should be bought, 
many others are at the exhibition for non- 
purchase-related purposes. For example, the 
salespeople and marketing people identified 
by Gramman are probably from competitor 
companies, or possibly from companies who 
wish to sell to exhibitors, rather than buy

from them. This may not always be apparent 
to the exhibitors, and clearly exhibitors 
should use this knowledge to change the way 
they approach the visitors. Not all technical 
people, for example, would welcome a sales 
pitch, and there is American evidence that 
such approaches can be counter-productive 
(Chonko et al., 1994).

Even those who are directly involved in the 
decision-making (purchasing) unit may not 
welcome an outright sales pitch - exhibitions 
are more likely to work as venues for opening 
sales rather than closing them. Certainly a 
salesperson with a solutions approach to 
selling would be more likely to make a 
favourable impression with a visitor who is 
on an information-gathering expedition.

I Primary research
A mail survey of exhibitors at two UK 
exhibitions, the Sound and Vision Exhibi 
tion, held annually in Bristol, and the Spring 
Gift Fair, which is held at the National 
Exhibition Centre, near Birmingham, was 
carried out using a self-completion question 
naire. A stratified sample of 200 exhibitors 
was drawn from the catalogues of each 
exhibition, from which 104 useable replies 
were obtained. No follow-up survey of 
non-respondents was carried out, since the 
response rate was so high. The questionnaire 
itself was based partly on one previously 
used by Shipley et al. (1993), and partly on 
semi-structured interviews with exhibitors 
(Blythe and Rayner, 1996).

The exhibitors were asked about their aims 
and objectives, their ways of assessing those 
objectives, and about their job titles, com 
pany size (in terms of number of employees), 
their frequency of exhibiting, and the pro 
portion of the firm's marketing budget spent 
on exhibiting. Table V shows the profile of 
respondents in terms of job titles, size of firm, 
percentage of marketing budget spent on 
exhibiting, and frequency of exhibiting.

From Table V it can be seen that the 
sample consisted largely of small firms, with 
90 per cent of respondents employing fewer 
than 150 people. This would appear to be a 
characteristic of the exhibitions selected, 
although several very large firms (including 
Panasonic and Sony) exhibited at the 
Sound and Vision exhibition, most of the 
exhibitors were smaller firms such as 
Arcam, Heybrook and Denon. Likewise, the 
Spring Gift Fair attracted exhibitors who 
were often one-man craft businesses and 
small jewellery manufacturers.

The respondents were split fairly evenly 
between owners and partners, sales and
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marketing, and administrators. The four 
respondents in the "other" category were 
production people of various kinds, and all 
were from the gift fair. This may imply that 
they were from businesses too small to 
employ sales or marketing people.

The figures for the percentage of marketing 
budgets spent on exhibiting are remarkably 
symmetrically distributed. It was somewhat 
surprising to find so many firms who spend 
their entire marketing budget on exhibitions. 
In interviews with managers conducted at an 
earlier stage of the research (Blythe and 
Rayner, 1996) one manager stated that his 
firm got all their business through exhibi 
tions, and therefore they spent all their 
resources on exhibiting. This seemed at the 
time to be an anomalous reversal of causa 
tion, but the view appears to be more 
widespread than was at first anticipated.

Most of the respondents exhibit fewer than 
six times a year. In view of the importance

Table V
Profile of respondents

Characteristic

Number of
respondents Percentage 
(N = 104) of total

Job titles
Sales/marketing director
Owner/partner/managing director
Administrator
Other

Number of employees
0-50

51-150
151-300
301-500
501-1,000
1,000 +

Percentage of marketing budget devoted to
exhibitions
1% or less
1-10%
11-20%
21-30%
3140%
41-50%
51-60%
61-70%
71-80%
81-90%
91-100%

Frequency of exhibiting
12 or more times p.a.
6-11 times p.a.
3-5 times p.a.
Once or twice p.a.
Less than once a year

32
38
30

4

70
20

5
3
5
1

4

8
14

8
7

20
6
6

16
8
7

5
14

51
33

1

31
37
29

4

67
19

5
3
5
1

4
8

13
8
7

19
6
6

15
8
7

5
14

49
32

1

that most respondents place on exhibiting, 
this was a little surprising, and further 
analysis showed no significant relationship 
between frequency of exhibiting and propor 
tion of marketing budget devoted to exhibi 
tions (although marked differences were 
found between frequent and infrequent 
exhibitors in other respects). In fact, of the 
five exhibitors who show 12 or more times a 
year, only one spent more than 50 per cent of 
the budget on exhibitions.

Obviously, not all exhibitors had the same 
reasons for exhibiting, but in the. over 
whelming majority of cases they saw the 
exhibition as an opportunity to make sales or 
generate leads. Put another way, the exhibi 
tion was viewed as primarily a selling tool. 
(In a previous study, some managers who 
were interviewed expressed surprise that 
there could be any other reasons for exhibit 
ing (Blythe and Rayner, 1996).

Table VI gives a breakdown of exhibitors' 
reasons for exhibiting, and the importance 
attached to each reason; in most cases, the 
reasons which are accorded the greatest 
importance are also the ones most likely to be 
formally assessed, so there is clear evidence 
that exhibitors know why they are exhibit 
ing. Exhibitors were able to ascribe impor 
tance scores to the reasons for exhibiting 
given here even when they did not set formal 
objectives for the exhibition. The list of 
reasons offered was taken from Shipley 
et al.'s 1993 study, but was confirmed by the 
respondents with no additions.

Exhibitors cited the following as the three 
most important reasons for exhibiting:
1 Meeting new customers.
2 Launching new products.
3 Take sales orders.

All three of these objectives scored means 
above 7.5 out of ten in the exhibitor survey. 
Given the above, it might be expected that 
those exhibitors who exhibit frequently, or 
those who devote a large proportion of their 
marketing spend to exhibiting, would be 
more likely to concern themselves with 
maximising contact with new and existing 
customers, launching new products, and with 
non-selling objectives. Unfortunately, even 
those exhibitors who have a high commit 
ment to exhibiting, and who might be 
expected to be more aware of these issues, do 
not always adjust their approach to visitors 
accordingly. Table VII shows the scores 
for reasons for exhibiting, broken down 
according to frequency of exhibiting. 

The differences between the groups 
were, for the most part, not significant. In 
the crucial areas of launching new 
products, meeting new clients, and meeting
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Meeting new customers
Launching new products
Take sales orders
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Enhancing the company image
General market research
Meet new distributors
Keeping up with the competition
Getting information about the

competition
Interacting with existing distributors
Getting an "edge" on non-exhibitors
Enhancing the morale of the staff

Source: survey respondents

Importance of 
reasons for exhibiting 
Rating Rank

8.87
8.68
7.69
7.67
7.53
7.52
5.77
5.01
4.86
4.84

4.80
4.57
3.90

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

11
12
13

Percentage setting 
formal objectives 

Percentage Rank

47
42
55
32
38
30
18
21
13
19

17
10
12

2
•3 
O

1

5
4
6
9
7

11
8

10
13
12

Table VII
Mean scores for aims of exhibiting, by frequency of exhibiting

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about the competition
Getting an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

Source: survey responses

Once or 
twice 

a year 
(n = 34)

9.32
7.38
7.62
7.53
8.32
4.68
4.12
4.91
3.82
3.97
5.18
7.00
4.44

Three to 
six times 

a year 
(n = 51)

8.58
7.59
7.72
7.51
9.08
4.82
4.69
4.41
3.84
4.80
5.27
7.86
5.75

More than 
six times 

a year 
(n = 19)

8.78
7.47
7.68
7.53
8.00
5.05
5.16
5.63
4.32
5.47
5.11
8.26
5.16

distributors significant differences did 
emerge. The medium-frequent exhibitors 
placed significantly greater importance on 
launching new products than did either of 
the other groups (significant at the 95 per 
cent level). Medium-frequent exhibitors 
placed significantly greater emphasis on 
meeting new distributors than did infrequent 
exhibitors (90 per cent confidence level), 
and frequent exhibitors accorded more 
importance to meeting existing distributors 
than did infrequent exhibitors (90 per cent 
confidence level).

Objective setting showed a similar pattern 
(Table VIII), the bulk of firms set very few 
formal objectives, particularly for non-selling 
aspects of exhibiting, but medium-frequent 
exhibitors are significantly more likely to set 
formal objectives than either of the other two 
groups (90 per cent confidence level).

What is interesting here is that there 
appears to be no continuum operating from 
infrequent to very frequent exhibitors; there 
is no significant correlation between any of 
the aims of exhibiting and the frequency of 
exhibiting. The differences between frequent 
and infrequent exhibitors are also few and
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Table VIII
Percentage of firms setting formal objectives (by frequency of exhibiting)

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about the competition
Getting an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

Source: survey responses

Once or twice 
a year

(n = 34)

44,11
32.35
32.35
35.29
35.29
20.59
11.76
23.53
17.65
11.76
29.41
44.12
17.65

Three to six 
times a year

(n = 51)

52.94
29.41
33.33
37.25
58.82
17.65

7.84
5.88
9.80

21.57
13.72
56.86
21.57

More than six 
times a year

(n = 19)

31.58
31,58
21.15
36.84
36.84
15.79

5.26
15.79
10.52
10.53
21.05
57.89
15.79

far between, so it would appear that the 
number of times a firm exhibits has very 
little influence on the attitudes of the man 
agement regarding reasons for exhibiting.

Exhibitors were asked what proportion of 
their marketing budget was devoted to 
exhibiting. Those who spent 90 per cent or 
more of the budget in this way were sig 
nificantly more likely to be at the exhibition 
in order to meet new customers (90 per cent 
confidence level), yet rated image-building 
(99 per cent confidence), staff morale (95 per 
cent confidence) and meeting new distribu 
tors (95 per cent confidence) as significantly 
less important than did those who spend a 
smaller proportion of their budgets on 
exhibiting. The high-commitment exhibitors 
were significantly less likely to rely on 
informal post-mortem discussions as a way of 
evaluating the exhibition's success (97 per 
cent confidence level), but showed no greater 
tendency to use hard measures of success 
than did the remainder of the group; in fact, 
the less heavily committed exhibitors often 
showed a greater tendency to evaluate, 
perhaps in part due to having something to 
evaluate against. For example, those with a 
lower commitment were significantly more 
likely to keep records of contacts made (95 
per cent confidence level). It would therefore 
appear that firms who have a strong com 
mitment to exhibiting are no nearer to 
meeting the visitors' expectations than are 
those firms with a lower commitment. The 
fact that the high-commitment firms have 
few (if any) other promotional activities does

not appear to make them evaluate their 
activities any more carefully than other 
less-committed firms.

The number of firms who have no other 
promotional activity than exhibitions is 
small, at least in this study; only six respon 
dents reported that 100 per cent of their 
marketing budget was spent on exhibiting. 
This is clearly not a large enough number of 
respondents to base any meaningful conclu 
sions on (this is perhaps a further criticism 
of the Gopalakrishna ei al. (1995) study - the 
firms in the study are likely to be atypical).

I Conclusions

Given that only a minority of visitors have a 
purchasing role, and even fewer of them have 
direct decision-making power, the aim of 
making sales actually at the exhibitions 
would seem to be somewhat unrealistic. 
The visitors emphasise information 
gathering, particularly information about 
new products, so the objectives of improving 
the company's image and of gaining an edge 
on non-exhibitors would appear to be realis 
tic non-selling objectives. Neither of these 
objectives evoked much interest from 
exhibitors, however.

The degree of fit between visitor objectives 
and exhibitor objectives is therefore not 
close; the only area where there appears to be 
complete agreement is that the exhibition is a 
good place to show (and see) new products. 
Visitors do not go to exhibitions to be "sold 
to", but rather view exhibitions as an
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information-gathering exercise, whereas 
exhibitors see the exhibition as a way of 
getting to a large number of prospects in a 
relatively short time. It is fairly obvious that 
exhibitors, in the main, should re-think their 
approach if they are to meet the needs of 
visitors more effectively.

First, it is clear that most visitors are 
interested in new products, and gathering 
information. An exhibitor who is not 
launching something new at the exhibition 
may find that interest is limited; those who 
see exhibiting as being solely an opportunity 
to make sales are less likely to be successful 
than those who see exhibiting as being a way 
of launching new products and of interacting 
with existing customers.

The lowest levels of visitor interest are 
reserved for making business contacts, dis 
cussing specific problems, and comparing 
products (all of which activities are asso 
ciated with making purchasing decisions). If 
visitors are not interested in those activities 
which lead directly to sales, exhibitors 
might be better advised to emphasise the 
information-supplying role, and letting the 
more intensive selling activities wait until 
after the exhibition.

Visitors' interest in the exhibition as the 
"industry showcase" may correspond well to 
those firms who see the exhibition as a way 
of keeping up with the competition or of 
enhancing the company image (sometimes 
known as a flag-waving exercise), and 
especially those who see exhibiting as being 
essentially a PR exercise aimed at impressing 
new and existing customers, but it seems that 
most exhibitors do not rate these non-selling 
activities very highly.

The exhibition is often seen as a lead- 
generating exercise; in these circumstances, 
the exhibitor's most effective tactic is likely 
to be that of firstly determining the stand 
visitor's status (influencer, decider, user, 
gatekeeper, or buyer) then tailoring the 
approach accordingly.

Influencers and gatekeepers should be 
supplied with information and advice, and 
asked for the name of the decision maker in 
order to make an appointment for the sales 
presentation. For the user, the approach 
would rely heavily on supplying technical 
information about the product, and at the 
same time determining to what extent the 
user can influence the buying decision. At 
the very least, users could be recruited as 
product champions within the buying

organisation. Users can also be useful in 
providing information about the decision- 
making process within their organisations.

Buyers are not necessarily decision 
makers. It should be ascertained straight 
away whether the buyer is already working 
under instructions to source a product 
(which is actually a likely scenario) or 
whether he/she is attending the exhibition 
on an information-gathering exercise, in 
which case the buyer should be treated in the 
same way as an influencer.

Only in the case of deciders could the 
exhibitor try to obtain a sale (or at least an 
appointment) actually on the stand.

Overall, exhibitors appear not to be taking 
a market-orientated approach to their 
exhibition activities. An exhibition is prob 
ably the nearest that most companies would 
come to attending the traditional town- 
square marketplace beloved by marketing 
theorists, yet few exhibitors seem to take this 
into account. Exhibition activities still 
appear to be dominated by the selling con 
cept, with the marketing concept yet to make 
its appearance; rather than examine ways of 
approaching visitors with the right message, 
exhibitors are tending to complain about the 
quality of the visitors. They are thus ignoring 
opportunities to develop a true communica 
tion, a dialogue, with those representatives of 
their customers who are clamouring to be 
heard.

References
Barczyk, C.G., Glisan, G.B. and Lesch, W.C. (1988), 

"Trade show participation; inter-industry 
and organisational motives", Journal of 
Professional Services Marketing, Vol. 4 No. 1.

Bellizzi, J.A. and Lipps, D.J. (1984), "Managerial 
guidelines for trade show effectiveness", 
Industrial Marketing Management, Vol. 13, 
pp. 49-52.

Bello, D.C. and Lohtia, R. (1993), "Improving trade 
show effectiveness by analysing attendees", 
Industrial Marketing Management, Vol. 22, 
pp. 311-18.

Blythe, J. (1997), "Does size matter? Objectives 
and measures at UK trade exhibitions", 
Journal of Marketing Communications, Vol. 3 
No. 1, March.

Blythe, J. and Rayner, T. (1996), "The evaluation 
of non-selling activities at British trade 
exhibitions - an exploratory study", Market 
ing Intelligence & Planning, Vol. 14 No. 5.

Bonoma, T.V. (1983), "Get more out of your trade 
shows", Harvard Business Review, Vol 61, 
pp. 75-83.

Cavanaugh, S. (1976), "Setting of objectives and 
evaluating the effectiveness of trade show

[1071



Jim Blythe
Visitor and exhibitor 
expectations and outcomes at 
trade exhibitions_______

Marketing Intelligence &
Planning
17/2(1999] 100-108

exhibits". Journal of Marketing, Vol. 40,
October, pp. 100-3. 

Chonko, L.B., Tanner Jr, J.F. and McKee, J.
(1994), "Matching trade show staff to
prospects", Marketing Management, Vol. 3,
pp. 40-3. 

Cotterell. P. (1992), Exhibitions: An Exhibitor's
Guide, Hodder & Stoughton, London. 

Couretas, J. (1984). "Trade shows and the
strategic mainstream". Business Marketing,
Vol. 69, pp. 64-70. 

EIF Centre for Leisure and Tourism Studies
(1994), The Exhibition Industry Research
Report - the Facts 1994, London. 

Galginaitas, C. (1980), "Trade shows exhibit some
promise", Advertising Age. Vol. 51, sl4-s!5,
9 June.

Gopalakrishna. S. and Lilien, G. (1995), "A three- 
stage model of industrial trade show perfor 
mance", Marketing Science, Vol. 14, Winter,
pp. 2-42. 

Gopalakrishna, S.. Lilien, G.L., Williams, J.D. and
Sequeira, I.K. (1995), "Do trade shows pay
off?", Journal of Marketing, Vol. 59, July,
pp. 75-83. 

Gramann, J. (1993), "Independent market
research", Centre Exhibitions, National
Exhibition Centre. 

Gramann, J. (1994), "Independent market
research", Centre Exhibitions, National
Exhibition Centre.

Jacobsen, D. (1990), "Marketers say they'll boost 
spending", Business Marketing, Vol. 75, 
March, pp. 31-2.

Kerin, R.A. and Cron, W.L. (1987), "Assessing 
trade show functions and performance: an 
exploratory study", Journal of Marketing, 
Vol. 51, pp. 87-94.

Konopacki, A. (1978), "More products, competi 
tion and companies = more exhibit dollars", 
Industrial Marketing, Vol. 63, p. 71.

Marketing Pocket Book (1997), Advertising 
Association, NTC Publications, Henley-on- 
Thames.

Mee, W. W. (1988), "Trade shows: here to stay - are 
they in your future?", Association Manage 
ment, pp. 50-6.

Rossiter, J. and Percy, L. (1987), Advertising and 
Promotion Management, McGraw-Hill, New 
York, NY.

Sashi, C.M. and Perretty, J. (1992), "Do trade 
shows provide value?", Industrial Marketing 
Management, Vol. 21. pp. 249-55.

Shipley, D., Egan, C. and Wong, K.S. (1993), 
"Dimensions of trade show exhibiting 
management", Journal of Marketing Man 
agement. Vol. 9 No. 1, January.

Trade Show Bureau (1983), "The exhibitor; their 
trade show practices, Research Report 
No. 19", East Orleans, MA.

Waterhouse, D. (1987), Making the Most of 
Exhibitions, Gower Press, Aldershot.

[108]



Learning by doing - frequency of 
exhibiting at UK trade exhibitions

JIM BLYTHE
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The paper examines an evaluation of exhibition activity by firms at UK trade shows. 
Despite the widespread use of trade exhibitions as a promotional tool and the large 
sums of money committed to the activity by firms of all sizes, many firms do not 
have any meaningful ways of evaluating the effectiveness of the activities. The 
research was conducted among firms of varying sizes who had exhibited at either of 
two UK exhibitions It was found that, while firms with differing levels of exhibition 
activity had much the same reasons for attending the exhibitions and the propensity 
to set objectives remained similar across the board, the methods used to assess the 
outcomes of the exhibition varied in both quantity and type according to the 
frequency of exhibiting. This is ascribed to the learning process the firms undergo 
as a result 'of more frequent exhibiting.

KEYWORDS: Trade exhibitions; evaluation; objectives

INTRODUCTION

Trade exhibitions constitute a major promotional activity in the UK, but many exhibitors 

either do not assess the effectiveness of their exhibition activities or (at best) use soft measures 

to do so. (Taylor Nelson Business Services, 1991; Blythe and Rayner, 1996). Exhibitions are 

usually split into three categories; trade/consumer exhibitions, agricultural shows and private 

events. This paper is concerned with trade and consumer exhibitions.

During 1995, £750 million was devoted to trade and consumer exhibitions and agricultural 

shows in the UK; this was double the amount spent on outdoor and transport advertising 

(£378 million) and more than the amounts spent on advertising in consumer magazines 

(£533 million) or business directories (£639 million). If private events are included, 

exhibition spending approaches that of spending on national newspaper advertising 

(Advertising Association, 1997). Exhibitors attended (on average) five exhibitions each in 

1993, with foreign exhibitors attending (on average) two UK exhibitions each (Centre for 

Leisure and Tourism Studies, 1994).
Exhibitions are often regarded as a cheap alternative to traditional personal selling activities 

such as lead generation and cold calling (Trade Show Bureau, 1983, 1988). Contact with a 

qualified prospect at a trade show has been estimated to be approximately half that of a cold 

call, with markedly fewer follow-up calls needed to close the sale. Other research indicates 

that the true value of exhibitions lies in public relations or enhancement of the corporate 

image (Kerin and Cron, 1987; Shipley et al, 1993) and that non-selling activities are more
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important than selling activities at exhibitions (Sharland and Balogh, 1996). Since some 

exhibitions are designed as selling vehicles by the organizers (for example, the Spring Gift Fair 

held at the National Exhibition Centre) whereas others ban selling at the show (the London 

Motor Show), there will inevitably be some variance in the stated aims of the exhibitors 

according to which exhibitions are included in the research.

Despite widespread use of exhibitions as promotional tools (for exhibitors) and as sources of 

up-to-date information about the latest developments (for visitors), relatively little research has 

been conducted in this area. This may be due to the difficulties associated with obtaining a 

definitive answer as to whether exhibitions are really an effective way to promote, the 

difficulty of reconciling exhibitor aims with visitor aims or entrenched attitudes on the part of 

exhibitors, non-exhibitors and exhibition managers. Bonoma (1983) suggested that it is also 

due to the inherent difficulties in carrying out quantitative research in the area, due to the 

problem of isolating the effects of the exhibition itself from the effects of other promotional 

activities, some of which may have been carried out in support of the exhibition.

Attitudes among exhibitors and non-exhibitors tend to be polarized. There are firms whose 

belief in exhibitions is so strong they have no other promotional activity; equally there are 

marketers who do not believe that exhibitions serve any useful purpose whatever as a 

promotional tool. For the researcher, these entrenched attitudes mean that responses to 

interviews or surveys may not be unbiased.

Furthermore, much of the research that is published is generated by interested parties such 

as exhibition hall proprietors. Without wishing to cast doubt on the validity of this research, 

there must be a strong temptation to suppress some of the less palatable findings and 

emphasize the more positive aspects of exhibiting. Some of the published research appears 

contradictory (for example, Bonoma (1983) who was sceptical of trade exhibitions and 

Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) who were supportive); much of what is cited in literature reviews 

turns out to be unsupported opinion and in few other areas of academic research are 

newspaper and magazine articles so widely quoted.

Exhibitors are very clear about their own motivations for exhibiting. A study carried out by 

Shipley et al. (1993) invited UK exhibitors to score the importance of various reasons for 

exhibiting. The exhibitors provided scores for both UK and overseas exhibitions and assigned 

a score out of 7 for each activity, with 1 as the lowest rating and 7 as the highest. The scores 

and rankings are shown in Table 1.
Part of the problem of assessing exhibition effectiveness may arise from a failure to prepare 

for the exhibition in a formally structured manner. It is often argued in practitioner 'how-to* 

texts (Waterhouse, 1987; Velarde, 1988; Cotterell, 1992) that, as with other business activities, 

exhibition managers should be (1) clear about their reasons for exhibiting, (2) set clear 

objectives for the exhibition and (3) have effective mechanisms in place to assess whether 

objectives have been achieved. The value of forward planning and preparation is clearly stated 

in almost any business management text and, considering the commitment to trade fairs that 

many firms have, it seems surprising that many do not set objectives or evaluate whether they 

have been achieved (Skolnik, 1987; Mee, 1988).
This paper is concerned with comparisons between firms who exhibit frequently and those 

who exhibit less frequently in terms of their propensity to set objectives and evaluate 

outcomes. The research was carried out with firms who exhibited at two UK trade 

exhibitions in 1995: the Sound and Vision Exhibition in Bristol and the Spring Gift Fair held 

at the National Exhibition Centre in Birmingham. The 104 firms who responded to the 

survey varied in size from two-man businesses to multinationals employing over 6000 people
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TABLE 1. Exhibiting aims

Reason for exhibiting

Meeting new customers
Enhancing company image
Interacting with customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Obtaining information about the competition
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with competitors
Enhancing personnel morale
Interacting with distributors
General market research
Taking sales orders
Meeting new distributors

UK (n =

Mean

6.02
5.62
5.55
5.49
5.11
3.71
3.65
3.61
3.30
3.02
2.92
2.74
2.15

124)

Rar.k

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
II
12
13

Overseas

Mean

6.11
5.56
5.43
5.51
4.79
3.90
3.38
3.46
2.82
3.89
3.10
2.90
3.20

(n = 6l)

Rank

1
2
4
3
5
6
9
8

13
7

II
12
10

Source: Shipley et al. (1993).

in the UK alone and with frequencies of exhibiting of between once a year and more than 
12 times a year.

PREVIOUS • RESEARCH

Considerable trade show research has been carried out in the USA (see later review) and, 
although it could be argued that this is only of limited use for drawing conclusions about the 
UK situation (since trade shows in the USA have a somewhat different role due to the size of 
the country), where comparisons do exist the results of such research bear broad similarities to 
research conducted in the UK. For example, Bello and Lohtia's (1993) research into visitor 
profiling was consonant with Gramman's (1993) research in the UK. Likewise, Mee's (1988) 
estimates on objective setting accorded closely with the research undertaken for this paper.

Research into exhibitions tends to fall into four main areas: objective setting, assessing 
outcomes, staffing and organizing and visitor profiling.

Objective setting attracts a great deal of attention in practitioner books (Waterhouse, 1987; 
Velarde, 1988; Cotterell, 1992). Waterhouse (1987) emphasized the importance of setting clear 
objectives for exhibition activities; in general, of course, objectives are essential to strategic 
planning since 'if we don't know where we're going, any route will do to take us there'. Setting 
objectives provides direction and a basis for evaluation (Hutt and Speh, 1985) and Kenn and 
Cron (1987) showed that setting clear objectives leads to more effective exhibiting.

While there is apparent confusion between aims and objectives, presumably an aim is a 
reason for carrying out the activity, whereas an objective implies a specified outcome. In 
much of the literature this distinction is not recognized and rhe terms aim and objective are 
used interchangeably, which may lead to an assumption that, because an exhibitor has a 
specific aim, this will automatically have been quantified as an objective which will be 
monitored. This may be something of a leap of faith. Table 2 shows the responses received 
from highly committed exhibitors (those spending the bulk of their promotional budgets on 
exhibitions) in the course of informal interviews conducted as part of an earlier stage of the
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TABLE 2. Statements from highly committed exhibitors regarding objectives

Percentage of budget spent on
exhibitions Statements about objectives

80 We aim to see 200-300 people, to sell and to reach into the

market to launch new products 

80 In the main to sell and launch new machines, but also to sell

existing products and to contact and meet existing

customers 

70-75 Nothing in the precise sense. To meet as many new

customers as possible

100 To try to sell 

95 Not really, because it is viewed as a public relations job, not
an order-taking exercise. However, the main aim of the

exercise is to get a reaction to next season's lines

research (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). These responses seem to indicate that aims, objectives 
and evaluation or monitoring are actually three separate issues. For example, the aim 'To 
meet as many new customers as possible' is not quantifiable and, therefore, cannot be stated as 
an objective. Equally, a firm spending 100% of its promotional budget on exhibitions is 
unable to evaluate that activity against anything else, since no other activity is taking place.

Research on exhibition outcomes tends to concentrate on whether exhibitors are satisfied 
with the exhibitions, rather than with examining how the companies concerned know that 
their activities have been worthwhile. Bellizzi and Lipps (1984) and Cavanaugh (1976) 
concluded that few exhibitors assess the outcomes in any rigorous way; Gopalakrishna et al. 
(1995) attempted to determine whether exhibitions are an effective communications medium 
and concluded that they were. Unfortunately, their reseaich was conducted in a firm which 
had no other promotional activity. This clearly avoided the problem of isolating the effect of 
the exhibition from other promotional tools, but had the drawback of making it impossible to 

compare exhibition effectiveness with other methods.
Two UK surveys relating directly to exhibition effectiveness are the EIF Exhibition Effectiveness 

Survey carried out by the Centre for Leisure and Tourism Studies (1989) and the Exhibition 

Effectiveness study carried out by Taylor Nelson Business Services (1991). Both of these studies 
examined the intentions of exhibitors and their satisfaction with the exhibition process, but 
neither survey asked how exhibitors actually determined whether objectives had been met.

The Taylor Nelson Business Services (1991) study found that exhibitors were not always 
good at evaluating their activities, as this quote indicates: 'Respondent companies found it 
extremely difficult or impossible to rationally evaluate exhibition expenditure' (p. 7). The 
same study found that exhibitors tend to evaluate exhibition effectiveness via a number of soft 
variables, such as the number of stand visitors, number of brochures issued or number of 
names collected. Even when sales leads were collected formally, there was often little 
structured follow-up to track the leads and convert them to sales. These findings have been 
borne out by the research undertaken for this paper and others (Kerin and Cron, 1987; 

Taylor Nelson Business Services, 1991).
Staffing issues tend to be predicated on the basis that exhibitions are primarily a selling tool. 

The previously mentioned UK surveys indicated that companies tend to take a sales-
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orientated approach, geared to generating sales leads, with most non-selling activities 

appearing low down the list. The exception is that 70% of respondents exhibit in order to 

'make their presence felt in the market' - an aim clearly not directly connected to immediate 

sales. The sales orientation of many exhibitors is borne out by American research, notably 

Tanner and Chonko (1995) and Tanner (1994). Kijewski et al. (1992) also found that trade 

show objectives were primarily geared towards selling activities. Tanner and Chonko (1995) 

found that contract manufacturers mainly used salespeople to man stands and Bello and 

Lohtia's (1993) paper reinforced the view of exhibitions as (primarily) selling vehicles. This 

means that stands are predominantly staffed by sales people rather than by technical people 

and designers.
Visitor research shows that most visitors do not have a direct buying role. Gramman (1993) 

found that (at one exhibition) only 26% of visitors were decision makers, whereas 37% had 

no role in buying at all (not even as influencers). At another exhibition Gramman (1993) 

surveyed, 53% of the visitors had no role in purchasing. BeHo and Lohtia's (1993) research in 

the USA showed a similar pattern, with 58% of the visitors having no role in purchasing. 

This means that the selling-orientated objectives set by most firms are probably not realistic. 

Chonko et al. (1994) found that the emphasis on selling would often alienate visitors to the 

exhibition, since the majority of them were 'information gathering' rather than in a 'buying' 

scenario.

THE RESEARCH

The first stage of the research was in-depth interviews with exhibitors drawn from recent UK 

exhibitions (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). The findings revealed that few companies had any 

formal evaluation systems in pkce, even for selling activities; still fewer had systems for 

tracking non-selling activities. The reasons given for this are shown in Table 3.

Undoubtedly these difficulties are perfectly valid and, of course, for an individual firm in 

the field, it may well be more expensive to find out answers than it is to live with the 

problem (Blythe, 1998).
Quite clearly there appears to be a paradox. On the one hand, many firms were so 

convinced of the effectiveness of exhibitions that they devoted a large proportion of their 

marketing budgets to this one promotional tool, whereas, on the other hand, many of them 

appeared to have no objective way of knowing whether the commitment was justified. A 

further investigation was indicated in order to find out how widespread this phenomenon is.

TABLE 3. Qualitative comments regarding evaluation systems_________

The variables are too vague
The variables are too intangible
Very non-quantifiable
Any attempt would be unscientific
The benefits are too hard to identify
It would take up too much time
It would be too expensive
Intangible objectives are hard to formulate and thus achievements are hard to measure
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A mail survey of exhibitors at two UK exhibitions, the Sound and Vision Exhibition held 
annually in Bristol and the Spring Gift Fair which is held at the National Exhibition Centre 
near Birmingham, was carried out in 1995 using a self-completion questionnaire. A stratified 
sample of 200 exhibitors was drawn from the catalogues of each exhibition; 104 useable 
replies were obtained. No follow-up survey of non-respondents was carried out, since the 
response rate was so high. The questionnaire itself was bised partly on one previously used by 
Shipley et al. (1993) and partly on the previous semi-structured interviews with exhibitors.

The exhibitors were asked about their aims and objectives, their own ways of assessing those 
objectives, job titles, company size (in terms of number of employees), frequency of exhibiting 
and the proportion of the firm's marketing budget spent on exhibiting, as indicated in Table 4.

It can be seen that the sample consisted largely of small firms, with 90% of the respondents 
employing fewer than 150 people. This would appear to be a characteristic of the exhibitions

TABLE 4. Profile of respondents

Characteristic

Job tides
Sales/Marketing director
Owner/Partner/Managing director
Administrator
Other

Number of employees
0-50

51-150
151-300
301-500
501-1000
1000+

Percentage of marketing budget
devoted to exhibitions

1 or less
1-10

11-20
21-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61-70
71-80
81-90
91-100

Frequency of exhibiting
12 or more times per annum
6- 1 1 times per annum
3-5 times per annum
Once or twice a year
Less than once a year

Number of respondents 
(n= 104)

32
38
30
4

70
20

5
3
5

1

4
8

14
8
7

20
6
6

16
8
7

5
14
51
33

1

Percentage of 
total

31
37
29

4

67
19
5
3
5

1

4
8

13
8
7

19
6
6

15
8
7

5
14
49
32

1
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selected; although several very large firms (including Panasonic and Sony) exhibited at the
Sound and Vision exhibition, most exhibitors were smaller firms such as Arcam, Heybrook
and Denon.

Likewise, the Spring Gift Fair attracted exhibitors who were often one-man craft businesses
and small jewellery manufacturers.

The respondents were split fairly evenly between owners and partners, sales and marketing
and administrators. The four respondents in the 'other' category were production people of
various kinds and all were from the Spring Gift Fair; this may imply that they were from
businesses too small to employ sales or marketing people.

The figures for the percentage of marketing budgets spent on exhibiting are remarkably 
symmetrically distributed. It was somewhat surprising to find so many firms who spend their 
entire marketing budget on exhibitions; in the interviews with managers, one manager stated 
that his firm obtained all their business through exhibitions and, therefore, spent all their 
resources on exhibiting. This seemed at the time to be an anomalous reversal of causation, 
since the firm could scarcely obtain business from any other source if no activity was taking 
place other than exhibitions, but the view appears to be more widespread than was at first 
anticipated by the researchers.

Most of the respondents exhibit less than six times a year. In view of the importance that 
most respondents place on exhibiting, this was a little surprising, but covariance analysis 
showed no significant relationship between the frequency of exhibiting and proportion of 
marketing budget devoted to exhibitions (although marked differences were found between 
frequent and infrequent exhibitors in other respects). In fact, of the five exhibitors who show 
12 or more times a year, only one spent more than 50% of the budget on exhibitions.

REASONS FOR EXHIBITING

The respondents were asked to attach a score out of 10 to their reasons for exhibiting, with 
10 as the highest score. The reasons for exhibiting were extrapolated from the Shipley et al. 
(1993) study. In order to identify the differences in assessment, it is necessary to identify the 
differences in reasons for exhibiting, since this will clearly have a bearing on whether firms 
will be able (and willing) to set realistic objectives.

Table 5 shows a breakdown of the responses according to budget commitment. The 
respondents were asked to give their reasons for exhibiting, assigning a score out of 10 to 
each reason; the mean scores for each of the groups are as shown in Table 5.

It can be seen from Table 5 that the two groups had much the same reasons for exhibiting; 
a r-test revealed that differences between the groups were not statistically significant, except in 
the case of enhancing company image where the low-commitment exhibitors were 
significantly more likely to cite this reason (significant at the 95% confidence level).

Other significant differences appeared when exhibitors who commited 90% or more of 
their budgets to exhibiting were compared with the remainder of the exhibitors. These 
exhibitors were significantly more interested in meeting new customers, but less interested in 
company image, staff morale or in meeting new distributors. The reasons for this may have 
less to do with the level of commitment to exhibiting and more to do with the size of firm, 
aD but two of these respondents employed less than 50 staff. In some cases these firms woidd 
be owner managed and might have no staff at the exhibition, in which case staff morale 
would not be an 1Ssue. Likewise, such firms may not need to have distributors and may not
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TABLE 5. Reasons for exhibiting by budget commitment (n = 104): mean 
values

Respondants committing Respondents committing 
50% or less of their more than 
budgets 50%

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Obtaining information about the

competition
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Taking sales orders
Meeting new distributors

8.70
7.89
7.82
7.72
8.70
4.49

4.68
4.77
4.26
4.82
5.13
7.51
5.31

9.09
6.95
7.46
7.23
8.53
5.27

4.44
4.84
3.44
4.42
5.33
7.86
5.07

Source: survey respondents.

be large enough to commit resources to image building. In other words, firm size may be 
causing all these effects, perhaps including high commitment to exhibitions (Blythe, 1997). 

High-commitment firms appear to have the following distinguishing characteristics.

(1) They are less likely to exhibit in order to enhance their company's image. In other 
words, the public relations value of being seen at the exhibition ranks lower in their 

estimation.
(2) They are less likely to set formal objectives, particularly with regard to image and 

promotion of existing products.
(3) They are less likely to set objectives for gaining an edge on competitors.
(4) They use fewer evaluation measures and are much less likely to use hard measures such 

as market research to justify exhibition activities.
(5) TheyXend to be smaller firms, employing fewer staff.

Overall, it would seem that the firms' reasons for exhibiting are not closely linked to 

budget commitment for exhibiting (Blythe, 1999).
The sample was therefore broken down according to frequency of exhibiting: those firms 

exhibiting less than three times per annum, those exhibiting between three and six times per 
annum and those exhibiting more than six times per annum. Table 6 shows the responses of 

the exhibitors regarding their reasons for exhibiting.
Although selling came high on the list for most firms, some were clearly using the 

exhibition as a public relations exercise. No significant differences emerged between frequent 
exhibitors and less-frequent exhibitors regarding their reasons for exhibiting; it would appear 
that the differences between individual firms in this respect are due to other as yet 

unidentified factors.
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TABLE 6. Reasons for exhibiting by frequency of exhibiting

Once or Three to More than
twice six times six times
a year a year a year

Meeting new customers 8.00 6.32 7.75
Enhancing the company image 6.83 6.62 7.09
Interacting with existing customers 7.73 7.67 7.59
Promoting existing products 7.57 7.53 7.59
Launching new products 8.32 8.68 8.06
Obtaining information about the competition 4.59 4.84 5.30
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors 4.08 4.57 5.24
Keeping up with the competition 4.81 4.86 6.06
Enhancing the morale of the staff 3.62 3.90 4.12
Interacting with existing distributors 4.32 4.80 5.47
General market research 4.92 5.78 4.94
Taking sales orders 7.19 7.69 7.83
Meeting new distributors 5.00 5.44 6.06

OBJECTIVE SETTING

Despite the perceived academic importance of objective setting, the research found that firms 
often do not set objectives, even for those activities which they rate as highly important. 

Of course, firms may not set objectives for a number of very good reasons, as follows.

(1) There may be no past history from which to judge whether objectives are reasonable.
(2) There may be no cost-effective way of measuring whether objectives have been 

achieved.
(3) Managers may lack the skills, time or knowledge to formulate meaningful objectives.
(4) Objective setting is not always part of the corporate culture in small firms.

It is therefore dangerous to assume that, merely because firms rate an activity as important, 
they will necessarily set formal objectives, nor is it reasonable to assume that firms which set 
objectives have also put in place workable methods for assessing whether those objectives 
have been achieved. The respondents were therefore asked firstly to attach scores out of 10 to 
their reasons for exhibiting, then to state whether they applied formal objectives to these 
reasons and, finally, to state which measures (if any) they applied to the stated objectives.

Table 7 compares the importance given to various reasons for exhibiting and the 
percentage of respondents who set formal objectives for those activities, across all respondents.

Obviously not all exhibitors had the same reasons for exhibiting, but in the overwhelming 
majority of cases they saw the exhibition as an opportunity to make sales or generate leads. In 
other words, the exhibition was primarily viewed as a selling tool. (In the qualitative stage, 
some managers expressed surprise that there could be any other reasons for exhibiting; Blythe

and Rayner, 1996.)
Table 7 shows that, in most cases, the reasons which are accorded the greatest importance 

are also the ones most likely to be formally assessed, so there is clear evidence that exhibitors 
know why they are exhibiting. Taking the respondents as a whole, there is a clear
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TABLE 7. Reasons for exhibiting and formal objective setting (all respondents)

Importance of reasons for Percentage setting 
exhibiting formal objectives

Rating Rank % Rank

Meeting new customers
Launching new products
Taking sales orders
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Enhancing the company image
General market research
Meeting new distributors
Keeping up with the competition
Obtaining information about the competition
Interacting with existing distributors
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors
Enhancing the morale of the staff

8.87
8.68
7.69
7.67
7.53
7.52
5.77
5.01
4.86
4.84
4.80
4.57
3.90

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
II
12
13

47
42
55
32
38
30
18
21
13
19
17
10
12

2
3

1
5
4
6
9
7

II
8

10
13
12

relationship between respondents' views on the importance of the various reasons for 
exhibiting and the degree to which they set formal objectives for exhibition activity. For 
clarity, Table 7 shows the mean scores for the importance of each reason and also the 
ranking; likewise, the percentage of respondents who set formal objectives is also ranked.

The rankings correspond closely with one another, apart from the four activities of taking 
sales orders, gathering competitive information, collecting general market research and 
keeping up with the competition. In the first instance (taking sales orders), objective setting 
would be relatively easy and, perhaps for this reason, more than half the respondents set 
objectives. In the other three areas, firms recognize the importance of the activity but find it 
very difficult to formulate any meaningful objectives.

What is perhaps surprising is that, in only one case (taking sales orders), do more than half 
of the respondents set objectives; in every other case, most respondents do not set objectives 
for exhibition activity, even when the importance of the activity is given a high rating (e.g. 
although the respondents rated launching new products at a mean score of 8.68 out of 10, 
58% of them do not set any objectives for this activity).

Presumably the firms with most experience of exhibiting might be expected to have the 
most comprehensive systems for assessing their activities. It might therefore be reasonably 
assumed that the more frequently a firm exhibits, the more likely it will be to set formal 
objectives for exhibition activities and the more likely the firm is to carry out objective
evaluation.

As Table 8 shows, for almost all the reasons for exhibiting, there is little to choose between 
firms who exhibit frequently and those who exhibit less frequently. The only significant 
difference here appears to be that the frequent exhibitors are much less likely to set formal 
objectives in the areas of obtaining information about competitors or obtaining an edge on

non-exhibitors.
Conversely, there appears to be a progression regarding taking sales orders; infrequent 

exhibitors do not appear to set objectives for this, whereas frequent exhibitors do.
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TABLE 8. Percentage of firms setting formal objectives (by frequency of exhibiting)

Once or C/vice Three to six More than six

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Obtaining information about the competition
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors
General market research
Taking sales orders
Meeting new distributors

a year
(n = 33)

38
30
30
32
27
19
14
22
16
II
24
43
16

times a year times a year
(n = 5l)

56
29
37
40
52
20
10
6

10
23
13
60
25

(n=!9)

35
35
24
41
41
4
6

18
12
12
18
65
18

However, it is one thing to set an objective and quite another to have suitable evaluation 

procedures in place for determining whether objectives have been met. For this reason, the 

respondents were invited to report on the methods used for evaluating exhibition activities.

EVALUATION OF ACTIVITIES

The respondents were asked to state which method of evaluation they used to assess whether 

objectives had in fact been reached. In many cases, even though a formal objective had been 

set, no evaluation method was in place. In other cases, evaluation was only carried out using 

'soft' measures (as noted previously in the Taylor Nelson Business Services (1991) study).

The list of evaluation methods shown to the respondents was developed from the previous 

qualitative research. The frequency of use of each evaluation method was divided by the 

number of respondents in the specific category so that an index was obtained for each group, 

as shown in Table 9. This allows comparison between groups of different sizes; the higher the 

index, the greater the use of the evaluation method.
It can be seen from Table 9 that frequent exhibitors are significantly more likely to use all

TABLE 9. Evaluation methods used by frequency of exhibiting

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of leads taken
Records of business done at the exhibition
Records of business done as a result of

follow-ups
Informal 'post-mortem' discussions

Less than 'chree 
times a year

0.51
1.35
1.38
1.76
0.92

1.70

Three to six 
times a year

0.44
1.58
1.81
2.79
2.60

2.92

More 
times

1.41
1.94
2.00
2.82
1.94

2.82

than six 
a year
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the evaluation methods listed than are the infrequent exhibitors. In particular, they are very 

much more likely to use hard measures (formal market research, records of business done, 

etc.) than are the infrequent exhibitors. With two exceptions, there does not appear to be a 

progression from infrequent exhibitors through medium-frequent exhibitors to the most 

frequent exhibitors; in other words, there is no evidence of a linear relationship between 

frequency of evaluation and frequency of exhibiting.

Of the 104 respondents, 17 reported that they do not evaluate any exhibition activities in 

any way. Of these, three were in the 'frequent exhibitor' category, five in the 'medium' 

exhibitor category and nine in the 'infrequent' exhibitor category. This breaks down to 17% 

of frequent exhibitors, 10% of medium frequent exhibitors and 24% of infrequent exhibitors.

In order to compare the relative propensity of firms for assessing objectives, an index was 

constructed for each of the groups and objectives concerned. A raw count of the number of 

times respondents mentioned an assessment was carried out and divided by the number of 

respondents in each category to give a comparable index for each activity; the higher the 

index number, the more likely it is that the objective is assessed. The results are as shown in 

Table 10.
As can be seen from Table 10, in every case except enhancing staff morale the very 

frequent exhibitors carry out much more assessment of their activities than do the infrequent 

exhibitors. Indeed, in more than half the cases there is a clear progression, i.e. the medium- 

frequent exhibitors assess more than the infrequent exhibitors but less than the frequent 

exhibitors.

DISCUSSION

The question of whether exhibitions are an effective promotional medium or not is a vexed 

one. Some managers believe exhibitions are so powerful that they commit huge sums of 

money (in some cases the bulk of their budgets) to exhibiting, while others do not believe in 

exhibitions at all. Equally, some academics are unconvinced about exhibitions (e.g. Bonoma,

TABLE 10. Indices of assessment used per objective by frequency of exhibiting

Once or Three to six More than six 
twice a year times a year times a year

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Obtaining information about the competition
Obtaining an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing distributors

General market research
Taking sales orders
Meeting new distributors

1.32
0.41
0.68
0.78
0.78
0.27
0.16
0.24
0.43
0.51
0.57
1.03
0.43

1.94
0.77
1.37
1.27
1.60
0.46
0.38
0.38
0.40
0.71
0.46
1.52
0.87

1.65
0.88
1.12
1.12
0.94
0.76
0.47
0.82
0.41
1.00
0.88
2.00
0.94
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1983), while others have evidence that exhibitors are more successful than nonexhibitors 

(Gopalakrishna et ai, 1995). What is evident is that many exhibitors do not set objectives and 

those who do do not always assess the outcomes effectively, so that the question as to 

whether exhibitions in general are an effective communications medium remains unanswered.

The first essential for the exhibitor is to set realistic objectives. In view of the fact that 

many if not most visitors do not have a buying role (Bello and Lohtia, 1993; Gramman, 

1993) it is probably unrealistic to set sales targets as the only objectives. Since most buyers are 

information gathering, corporate image objectives are likely to be more realistic and the 

staffing policy for the stand needs to reflect this. Secondly, practitioner books recommend that 

exhibitors use effective methods of assessing the outcomes of the exhibition if they are to 

determine whether the objectives have been achieved (Waterhouse, 1987; Cotterell, 1992).

Of course the tendency for firms to set objectives and evaluate them can be affected by 

other variables than frequency of exhibiting, for example commitment to exhibiting (in terms 

of budget proportion spent), the size of firm, the degree of expertise of the firm's managers 

and the type of exhibition being considered. Firms with a very high commitment to 

exhibiting may not evaluate a great deal because they have nothing to compare against, as few 

other marketing activities are being undertaken. This is a dangerous view, since (presumably) 

the firm will still need to compare one exhibition against another. Regarding the size of firm, 

large firms appear to set fewer objectives and assess them more rigorously (Blythe, 1997); of 

course larger firms are more likely to have in-house expertise than are smaller firms. 

Regarding product category, no significant differences were identified between the firms in 

this study.
From the evidence it would appear that frequent exhibitors have much the same reasons 

for exhibiting as do infrequent exhibitors, but in somie areas have a greater tendency to set 

formal objectives (for example, in terms of taking sales orders at exhibitions). However, it is 

in the evaluation of the exhibition activities that frequent exhibitors show the greatest 

differences from less-experienced competitors. Frequent exhibitors are more likely to use all 

the evaluation methods listed and are also much more likely to use hard measures such as 

formal market research and records of contacts made, leads taken and business done.

Frequent exhibitors were also far more likely to assess their non-selling activities; as a 

group, they used three times as many measures as the infrequent exhibitors in order to assess 

their success (or otherwise) in obtaining information about competitors and obtaining an edge 

on non-exhibitors.
Ultimately, it would appear that exhibitors who exhibit most frequently are also the ones 

who are most likely to carry out a large number of assessments to evaluate their activities. 

This is despite the fact that frequent exhibiting means that they might be expected to have 

most of the answers already and be fairly good at running exhibition stands. It may be that 

frequent exhibitors monitor activities more closely since they have a higher commitment to 

exhibiting. It may also be the case that frequent exhibitors need to assess whether one 

exhibition is more successful than another. For infrequent exhibitors, exhibitions may 

represent a marginal activity at best.
It seems more likely that infrequent exhibitors have simply not developed any expertise in 

assessing exhibitions, since it is an investment in time and personnel that would provide only 

a minimal return given the low number of exhibitions attended.
Although the previous qualitative research indicated that many firms do not evaluate 

because they feel it is not worth the cost and effort or because they believe it is impossible to 

evaluate realistically ('scientifically' as one respondent termed it), further research is indicated
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into why firms do not evaluate. The suspicion remains that some firms do not evaluate 
because managers believe that exhibitions are effective and see no reason to risk being proved 
wrong. Whether firms exhibit frequently or not, many are reluctant to evaluate their own 
exhibition performance and, even though frequent exhibitors use more (perhaps harder) 
measures than infrequent exhibitors, there is still a noticeable lack of formal market research 
to justify what is a somewhat expensive promotional activity.

For managers, the lesson is that frequent exhibitors (i.e. the most experienced firms) are 
evaluating most of what they do, using a range of effective measures. Infrequent exhibitors 
may well be missing out on opportunities to make better use of their resources and obtain a 
clearer picture of whether their exhibition activities are actually reaching their desired 
objectives, always assuming these have been set in advance.

For researchers and practitioners alike, there is a need for further research into the 
effectiveness of exhibition activity and perhaps also for examining whether firms generally do 
establish clear links between the reasons for undertaking activities, setting of formal objectives 
and evaluation of their success in achieving those objectives. For exhibition activity, at least, it 
would appear that those links are not clearly established.
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Tim Blvthe 1 Objectives and Measures at UK Trade 
Exhibitions

Exhibitions are a major promotional activity for firms in me 
UK and, indeed, in the rest of the world. The received 
wisdom is that exhibitions are an effective promotional 
tool, and large sums are spent on them, yet little evidence 
exists to demonstrate that exhibitions are effective. 
Furthermore, few firms routinely collect information 

University of regarding the effectiveness o/their exhibition activities. 
Glamorgan This paper reports on a study of 104 firms who ex/iiM in 
Business School the UK. Firms were asked about their objective setting 

activities, their reasons for exhibiting, and the/r methods of 
evaluating the effectiveness of the exhibition. It was found 
that most firms set few or even no objectives for the 
exhibitions, that they do not evaluate effectively, and that a 
surprisingly large number of firms do not evaluate their 
activities at all.

Introduction

Exhibitions and trade fairs are widely regarded as a powerful way for firms to 
reach a large number of potential customers face-to-face at a cost far below that 
of calls by salespeople. Exhibitions do, indeed, bring together buyers and sellers 
under one roof in a way that is unique; it is probably the closest thing most 
modern businesses have to the mediaeval marketplace, which is so often held up 
as an example of ideal marketing practice.

Substantial sums of money are devoted to exhibitions; during 1997, £849m 
was spent on trade, consumer and agricultural shows in the UK, which was more 
than double the amount spent on radio advertising (£393m) and more than the 
advertising spend in consumer magazines (£660m) or business directories 
(£737m). (Marketing Pocket Book, 1999). 15% of firms spend 90% or more of 
their communications budget on exhibiting (Exhibition Venues Association 
1997). Approximately 8% of firms' overall marketing budget is spent on 
exhibiting, on average (The Campaign Report, 1992).

Despite the widespread use of exhibitions as promotional tools (for exhibitors) 
and as sources of up-to-date information about the latest developments (for 
visitors), relatively little research has been conducted into them. This may be due 
to the difficulties of obtaining a definitive answer as to whether exhibitions are

1 Correspondence: University of Glamorgan Business School, Treforest, Mid-Glamorgan, 
CF37 1DL, Tel: 01443 482488, e-mail: jwblythe@glam.ac.uk

ISSN0267-257X/2000/010203+19 $ 12.00/0 ©Westburn Publishers Ltd.
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eally an effective way to promote; it may be due to the difficulty of reconciling 
he aims of exhibitors with the aims of the visitors; or it may be due to 
entrenched attitudes on the part of exhibitors non-exhibitors and exhibition 
nanagers.

As in many other areas of marketing, the bulk of the published research 
originates in the United States. Although there might be cause for caution when 
dealing with US research, on the grounds that exhibitions acquire a somewhat 
different nature in a large country, where comparisons exist with UK research the 
findings are broadly similar.

This paper reports on a mail survey of exhibitors at two UK exhibitions, the 
Sound and Vision Exhibition held annually in Bristol, and the Spring Gift Fair 
which is held at the National Exhibition Centre near Birmingham. A stratified 
sample of 200 exhibitors was drawn from the catalogues of each exhibition, and 
a self-completion questionnaire mailed out; 104 useable replies were obtained, 
an exceptionally high response rate for a postal questionnaire (52%). There 
appears to be no reason for this, unless it was simply that few exhibitors ever get 
asked to fill in questionnaires; certainly no special measures were taken to 
ensure a high response rate, and no follow-ups were carried out on non- 
respondents.

Previous Research

The research^problem falls into three main parts. Overall, there is the question of 
the value of exhibitions as promotional tools. This is a complex issue, but the 
question of degree of effectiveness must presumably rest on what the exhibitor 
hopes to achieve. This in turn depends on the setting of objectives, both in terms 
of which objectives (if any) are set and also whether these objectives are 
appropriate. Thirdly, the answer to the effectiveness question relies on the 
measurements applied; what is measured, and how it is measured.

Regarding overall effectiveness, attitudes among exhibitors and non-exhibitors 
can be extremely polarised. There are firms which have no other promotional 
activity than exhibitions, so strong is their belief in the efficacy of the medium; 
equally there are marketers who do not believe that exhibitions serve any useful 
purpose whatever as a promotional tool. Some exhibitors have moved away from 
exhibitions and towards road shows or other means of promotion or lead 
generation (Couretas, 1984, Industrial Marketing, 1979). Equally, there is dissent 
among academics as to the value of exhibitions; Sashi and Perretty (1992) 
express doubts about the overall usefulness of trade shows, Bonoma (1983) is 
critical of them, yet Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) are of the opinion that trade 
shows are effective. The exhibition industry itself reports that exhibitions are very 
effective in generating sales leads and other benefits (Trade Show Bureau, 1988, 
GIF, 1989).

In order to measure an exhibition's effectiveness the exhibitor needs to set 
objectives, and to establish evaluation methods (Kerin and Cron, 1987). A 
distinction needs to be drawn between aims and objectives; an aim is a reason
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for carrying out a specific activity, whereas an objective implies a specific 
outcome. The objectives themselves need to be chosen with care, since an 
inappropriate objective may be urimeasurable, or may require complex 
measurement tools; most of the practitioner literature emphasises this point 
(Cotterell, 1992, Waterhouse, 1987). In the earlier qualitative study (Blythe and 
Rayner, 1996), exhibitors clearly indicated that having a reason to exhibit did not 
necessarily translate into setting an objective. Only one of the interviewees was 
able to attach a figure to the aim (thus converting it to an objective) and even 
this was somewhat vague ("to see 2-300 people"); none of those interviewed had 
any system in place for assessing whether'the aim (or objective) had been 
achieved. This is confirmed by Gopalakrishna and Lilien (1995), who found that 
the majority of firms do not specify objectives or quantify them, and lack 
measures for testing the effectiveness of the activity.

Broadly, objectives tend to be either sales-related or non-sales related. Sales- 
related activities encompass making sales, generating leads, contacting new 
distributors and so forth; non-selling objectives might include general market 
research, enhancing the company image, or launching new products.

Most research into managers' perceptions of trade shows and exhibitions 
confirms the view that managers see exhibitions in terms of making sales. This is 
true of both US and UK research; even when the managers do not expect to take 
orders at the shows, they still tend to expect to obtain leads, qualify prospects, 
and open sales at shows. This is particularly apparent in, the staffing of stands; 
managers predominantly staff the stands with sales people, even though there is 
evidence to suggest that visitors do not like this (Tanner and Chonko, 1995). Not 
surprisingly, the objectives set are typically sales-orientated.

Much of the strategy-orientated research into exhibitions focuses on the level 
of resources committed to participation (Herbig, O'Hara and Palumbo, 1994, 
Bonoma, 1983), with the decision being made according to the number of sales 
leads the show is likely to generate (Kijewski, Yoon and Young,, 1993, 
Cavanaugh, 1976). Trade fairs and exhibitions tend to be regarded as selling 
opportunities in much of the literature, particularly in the practitioner textbooks 
(Waterhouse, 1987, Cotterell, 1992), with an emphasis on the low cost per 
contact made, as compared with cold calling in the field.

For the most part, the managers interviewed (in common with others) 
regarded selling as being the primary function of exhibitions. In fact some 
managers expressed surprise that there could be any other reason for exhibiting.

Not all managers and academics agree with the view that selling is the only 
function of exhibiting, however. Shipley, Egan and Wong (1993) identified 13 
reasons for exhibiting, of which six represented non-selling activities. This 
research showed that taking sales orders ranked low on'the list (although, of 
course, this depends on the nature of the exhibition itself. .Some exhibitions are 
essentially marketplaces, where orders are placed; others are more information 
orientated). Kerin and Cron (1987) found that non-selling activities are 
considered by some exhibitors to be more important than selling activities. Many 
firms view exhibitions as an opportunity to enhance the company image, for
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example, or to carry out some general marketing research - to find out what the 
competition are offering, or to gauge interest in new product lines. Although it 
can be argued that the purpose of all marketing activity is, ultimately, to make 
sales, not all activities relate directly to the personal selling function. Therefore, 
although the received wisdom (and the prevailing view) is that exhibitions are 
tools for personal selling, not all exhibitors agree.

The dissidents may well be right For example, there is a conflict between the 
exhibitors' view of exhibitions and the visitors' view. Gramman (1993) reports 
that many visitors do not have any role in purchasing, and in fact the majority 
have no direct role. They are therefore unlikely to become qualified leads 
(although they might well be "useful contacts"). In the US, Bello and Lohtia 
(1993) report similar findings. Moriarty and Spekman (1984) identify trade shows 
as being most useful to purchasers in the information-gathering and vendor 
selection stages of the decision-making process. Morris (1988) found that visitors' 
reasons for visiting exhibitions "were firstly to see new products, and secondly a 
general interest in the field. Seeing a particular product or company was 
mentioned by only 10% of Morris's respondents. Munuera and Ruiz (1999) found 
that buying exhibited goods ranked eighth (out of eight) in visitors' aims. Chonko, 
Tanner and McKee (1994) report visitors complaining of "too much sales pitch"; 
many visitors are on information-gathering expeditions rather than specifically 
purchasing anything.

Given this conflict between visitor expectations and exhibitor expectations, it 
is presumably up" to the market-orientated exhibitor to adapt the approach on 
the stand (Tanner, 1994). Exhibitors really need to ask themselves why the 
visitors come (Godar, 1992), and in most cases will find that they did not come to 
be sold to (Chonko, Tanner and McKee, 1994).

It is therefore entirely possible that non-selling aims are more important (or at 
least more realistic) in exhibiting. The main non-selling activity that firms do 
report as an aim is enhancing the corporate image. Kerin and Cron found this to 
be the most important aim: Shipley, Egan and Wong found that it ranked second 
for both domestic and overseas exhibitors, and 25% of respondents in a US 
survey reported establishing a presence as their primary goal in exhibiting 
(Tanner and Chonko, 1995).

The methods used to assess the effectiveness of trade shows almost invariably 
centre around selling objectives. Sharland and Balogh (1996), for example, define 
effectiveness as the number of sales leads generated, followed up and 
successfully closed, and efficiency as the comparison between the cost of trade 
show participation versus other sales and promotion activity. Research by the 
Trade Show Bureau estimates the cost of a qualified prospect at a trade show to 
be $132, compared with $251 per call in the field (Trade Show Bureau, 1988). 
UK research by the Centre for Leisure and Tourism Studies (1989) carried out at 
about the same time showed the UK figures to be £30 per useful contact 
compared with £150 for a field call. These figures may not be exactly 
comparable, since a "useful contact" is not necessarily a qualified lead, but the 
general conclusion drawn by the researchers is that exhibition contacts are
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cheaper than field contacts.
Gopaiakrishna and Lilien (1995) developed a three-stage model of exhibition 

effectiveness, measured by the attraclion effectiveness of the stand, the contact 
effectiveness of the stand personnel, and the effectiveness of stand personnel in 
converting contacts to sales leads. Again, this is almost entirely a sales-orientated 
approach, although it could be argued that an exhibitor who only achieves the 
first stage will have succeeded in achieving non-selling aims such as enhancing 
the firm's image. Much of this attraction effectiveness is related to pre-show 
promotion (Dekimpe at a!., 1997) and to synergies related to the firm's other 
promotional activities.

Primary Research

The first stage of the research was to carry out in-depth interviews with exhibitors 
drawn from rec'ent UK exhibitions. Some of this research has been reported 
elsewhere (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). It transpired that few companies had any 
formal evaluation systems in place, even for selling activities; still fewer had 
systems for tracking non-selling activities. Various reasons for this were offered, 
ranging from the vagueness of the variables to the cost in time and money of 
evaluating the results of the exhibition.

Undoubtedly these difficulties are perfectly valid, and of course for an 
individual firm in the field it may well be more expensive to find out the answers 
than it is to live with the problem.

The overall conclusion from this stage of the research was that few companies 
are able or willing to assess their non-selling activities at trade shows (even 
though most acknowledge their importance), and indeed many of the 
respondents seemed unable to assess their selling activities either (Blythe and 
Rayner, 1996).

The breakdown of the sample obtained from the subsequent quantitative 
survey is shown in Table 1.

Respondents were asked about their reasons for exhibiting about their 
objective-setting, and about their evaluation methods. They were asked to give 
scores out of 10 for the importance of each aim on a list taken from the Shipley, 
Egan and Wong study. They were then asked to state whether their firm set 
formal objectives for those aims, and finally were asked which of a range of 
evaluation methods they used in detennining whether the aim had been met 
The three elements are not necessarily dependent having a reason for doing 
something does not always lead to formalising an objective, nor does having an 
objective necessarily mean having a formal system for evaluating its achievement
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Table 1. Profile of Respondents

Characteristic

Job tities
Sales/marketing director
Owner/partner/managing director
Administrator
Other
Number of employees
0-50
51-150
151-300
301-500
501-1000
1000+
Percentage of marketing budget
devoted to exhibitions
1% or less
1-10%
11-20%
21-30%
31-40%
41-50%
51-60%
61-70%
71-80%
81-90%
91-100%
Frequency of Exhibiting
12 or more times p.a.
6-1 1 times per annum
3-5 times per annum
Once or twice a year
Less than once a year

Number of 
respondents 

(N=104)

32
38
30
4

70
20

5
3
5
1

4
8

14
8
7

20
6
6

16
8
7

5
14
51
33

1

Percentage of 
total

31%
37%
29%

4%

67%
19%
5%
3%
5%
1%

4%
8%

13%
8%
7%

19%
6%
6%

15%
8%
7%

5%
14%
49%
32%

1%

Objective Setting

The survey revealed the breakdown of aims shown in Table 2.
The cut-off point for mean scores of importance of activities is quite sharp 

after the sixth aim, and the scores fall off rapidly thereafter. In other words, the 
differences between scores for the first six aims are relatively small, and for the 
most part not statistically significant whereas the scores for the remaining seven
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aims show sharper differences.
The ranking of the aims showed a definite bias towards selling activities, with 

the first five aims all being directly concerned with personal selling. Meeting new 
distributors and interacting with existing distributors came lower down, but this 
may have been because many of. the firms deal direct with the public or with 
their customers, and do not use distributors.

Table 2. Reasons for Exhibiting and Formal Objective-Setting (n=104)

Importance of
reasons for
exhibiting

Percentage setting 
formal objectives

Meeting new customers
Launching new products
Take sales orders
Interacting with existing
customers
Promoting existing products
Enhancing the company image
General market research
Meet new distributors
Keeping up with the competition
Getting information about the
competition
Interacting with existing
distributors
Getting an "edge" on non-
exhibitors
Enhancing the morale of the
staff

Rating
8.87
8.68
7.69
7.67

7.53
7.52
5.77
5.01
4.86
4.84

4.80

4.57

3.90

Rank
1
2
3
4.

5
6
7
8
9
10

11

12

13

%
47%
42%
55%
32%

38%
30%
18%
21%
13%
19%

17%

10%

12%

Rank
2
3
T
5

4
6
9
7
11
8

10

13

12

(Source: Survey respondents)

Although taking sales orders ranked third for this group of exhibitors, it ranked a 
clear first for objective-setting, presumably because of the ease with which 
objectives can be set This was, in fact, the only reason for exhibiting for which 
more than half the respondents set a formal objective; even "meeting new 
customers" which could presumably be easily evaluated by collecting names and 
addresses did not always result in a formal objective being set, despite the fact 
that it ranked first as a reason for exhibiting. Objective-setting would appear to 
be affected by both the importance of the activity and the difficulty of evaluation, 
since (for example) taking sales orders ranked third as an aim but first in terms 
of being set as a formal objective.

In many cases respondents either set objectives which were then not 
evaluated, or evaluated activities for which there were no formal objectives, which
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tends to show a lack of an organised (and formal) approach to.the problem. It 
should be said in mitigation that many of the managers who completed the 
questionnaire might not have agreed with the objectives laid down by their 
companies; also, the lack of a formal objective does not mean that the company 
discounts the value of the activity as a worthwhile part of the exhibition strategy.

In many cases managers would find it difficult to formalise an objective, since 
they would have no means of measuring its achievement or (possibly) no way of 
operationalising an aim.

Of the 104 respondents in the survey, 33 set no formal objectives at all. 15 set 
one or two formal objectives; 18 set three or four objectives; 14 set five or six 
objectives; and 24 set seven or more (to a maximum of 13 objectives, set by three 
of the respondents).

Those who set the most objectives also had the most aims and rated them as 
being of high importance; those setting seven or more objectives were 
significantly more likely than those setting no objectives to have aims in the 
following categories;

1. Launching new products.
2. Getting information about competitors.
3. Getting an edge on non-exhibitors.
4. Keeping up with the competition.
5. Meeting existing distributors.
6. General market research.
7. Making sales.
S. Meeting new distributors.

In all cases a t-test showed that the differences between the groups were 
significant at the 95% confidence level or higher. In some cases, there were 
significant differences between firms who set only one or two objectives and 
those who set seven or more; notably in the non-selling areas of launching new 
products, getting information on competitors, gaining an edge on non-exhibitors, 
and keeping up with competitors. Even on making sales the difference was 
significant however.

The measures used by those who set most objectives were significantly more 
frequent and more rigorous than those used by those who do not set objectives; 
although it should be noted that some respondents who do not set formal 
objectives will, nonetheless, have assessment systems in place to assess their 
activities. The tendency is for these measures to be soft; only one of the non- 
objective-setting respondents used formal market research, for example.

Of the seventeen respondents who had no evaluation systems whatever, 
fourteen were non-objective-setters. This is not as surprising as the fact that the 
remaining nineteen non-objective-setters do evaluate their activities, or indeed 
that three of those who do set objectives apparently do not evaluate whether they 
have been achieved or not There is clearly a problem with evaluating an activity 
for which no target has been set since it is impossible to tell whether the target
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has been achieved. The same consideration does not apply to aims, however, 
since an aim has no target figure attached to it

A further significant difference between objective-setters and non-objective- 
setters lay in the job title of the person responsible for organising the exhibition 
activity. In the case of the firms setting between 7 and 13 objectives, 38% of the 
respondents described themselves as having either sales or marketing positions 
in the firm. An equal percentage were either owners or directors. In the case of 
non-objective-setters, only 24% were sales or marketing people. The higher 
propensity of sales or marketing people to set objectives was significant at the 
90% confidence level.

Firms who do not set objectives are drawn from across the spectrum of firms 
as regards number of employees, percentage of budget spent on exhibiting, and 
frequency of exhibiting.-

Low-Commitment vs. High-Commitment Finns

Some exhibitors are very highly committed to exhibitions, being willing ,to 
commit the bulk of their marketing budgets to the activity. Other firms spread 
their budgets over a wider range of activities, or at least have a lower 
commitment to exhibitions. Table 3 shows the mean numbers of respondents 
setting each objective, broken down by budget commitment

A t-test revealed that the-only areas of significant differences between the two 
groups were on the issues of enhancing the firm's image, of promoting existing 
products, and in gaining an edge over non-exhibitors. Although neither group 
has a high propensity to set objectives about maintaining an edge on 
competitors, the low-commitment firms are very unlikely to care about this issue. 
This may be due to ,their having many other ways of gaining an edge or it may 
link to other objectives.

The greater propensity of low-commitment firms to set objectives regarding 
the promotion of existing products may be due to a greater need to justify 
exhibition expenditure against other types of promotion expenditure. Less 
surprisingly, the high-commitment exhibitors appear more convinced that 
exhibiting will gain them an edge over non-exhibitors, and seem to set objectives 
for this. Those exhibitors committing more than 90% of their budgets to 
exhibiting also show a markedly higher propensity to set objectives for this 
activity.

Interestingly, these very high-commitment exhibitors are more likely to set 
formal objectives for raising staff morale than are exhibitors as a whole; this is 
interesting because those same exhibitors are significantly less likely to have this 
as an aim of the exhibition. Presumably those who have staff morale as an aim 
usually set a formal objective for its achievement

Low-commitment firms were more likely to set objectives regarding enhancing 
the firm's image, and it may be supposed that these firms therefore are aware of 
the possibilities of using exhibitions as a flag-waving or PR exercise. Since the 
high-commitment firms tend to be smaller, they may be less concerned with
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company image (or indeed any other intangible benefits of exhibiting). 

Table 3. Propensity to Set Objectives, by Budget Commitment (n=104)

Respondents 
committing <50% 
of their budgets

1. Meeting new customers
2. Enhancing the
company image
3. Interacting with existing
customers
4. Promoting existing
products
5. Launching new
products
6. Getting information
about the competition
7. Getting an "edge" on
non-exhibitors
8. Keeping up with the
competition
9. Enhancing the morale
of the staff
10. Interacting with
existing distributors
11. General market
research
12. Take sales orders
13. Meet new distributors

Mean
0.41
0.38

0.29

0.44

0:49

0.16

0.05

0.13

0.13

0.16

0.20

0.54
0:20

Respondents 
committing > 
50% of their 

budgets
Mean
0.53
0.21

0.32

0.26

0.44

0.21

0.14

0.14

0.12

0.16

0.21

0.51
0.19

t-test 
score

NS
0.0516

NS

0.0367

NS

NS

0.0916

NS

NS

NS

NS

NS
NS

(Source: Survey respondents)

Objectives and Frequency of Exhibiting

Presumably the firms with most expenence of exhibiting might be expected to 
have the most comprehensive systems for assessing their activities. It might 
therefore be reasonably assumed that the more frequently a firm exhibits, the 
more likely it will be to set formal objectives for exhibition activities, and the 
more likely the firm is to carry out objective evaluation.

As Table 4 shows, for almost all the reasons for exhibiting, there is little to 
choose between firms who exhibit frequently and those who exhibit less 
frequency. The only significant difference here appears to be that the frequent
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exhibitors are much less likely to set formal objectives in the areas of getting 
information about the competitors, or getting an edge on non-exhibitors.

Table 4. Percentage of Firms Setting Formal Objectives (by Frequency of 
Exhibiting)

Meeting new customers
Enhancing the company image
Interacting with existing customers
Promoting existing products
Launching new products
Getting information about the
competition
Getting an edge on non-exhibitors
Keeping up with the competition
Enhancing the morale of the staff
Interacting with existing
distributors
General market research
Take sales orders
Meet new distributors

Once or 
twice a 

year 
(n=33)

3896
30%
30%
32%
27%
19%

14%
22%
16%
11%

24%
43%
16%

Three to 
six times a 

year 
(n=52)

56%
29%
37%
40%
52%
20%

10%
6%
10%
23%

13%
60%
25%

More than 
six times a 

year 
(n=19)

35%
35%
24%
41%
41%
4%

6%
18%
12%
12%

.18%
65%
18%

(Source: Survey respondents)

Conversely, there appears to be a progression regarding taking sales orders; 
infrequent exhibitors do not appear to set objectives for this, whereas frequent
exhibitors do.

Objective Setting and Size of Firm
The size of firm had considerable effect on the propensity for setting formal 
objectives, as shown in Table 5.

As the table shows, for almost all the reasons for exhibiting large firms are 
most likely to set formal objectives. In five cases there appears to be a 
progression from the smallest to the largest firms, with the largest firms being 
most likely to set objectives.

Given that large firms tend to be more formalised in most areas of business 
planning this outcome is not surprising; it is in the area of exhibition evaluation 
that large firms show the most interesting results. This is covered in the next 
section.
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Table 5. Formal Objective Setting by

Reasons for 
Exhibiting

Meeting new 
customers
Enhancing
the company
image
Interacting
with existing
customers
Promoting
existing
products
Launching 
new products
Getting
information 
about the
competition
Getting an
edge on non-
exhibitors
Keeping up
with the
competition
Enhancing
the morale of
the staff
Interacting
with existing
distributors
General
market
research
Take sales
orders
Meet new
distributors
(Source: Survey

0-50

%age

45%

31%

30%

35%

37%

20%

13%

15%

13%

8%

18%

47%

1 7Q£ I I /O

employee

Rating

3

2

3

3

3

2

2

2

1

3

2

3

Q
\J

Size of

SI- 
150

%age

53%

16%

37%

47%

47%

5%

0%

0%

10%

31%

16%

63%-

26%

Firm.

employee

Rating

1

3

2

1

2

3

3

3,

3

2

3

2

2

151 +

%age

50%

44%

38%

38%

56%

31%

13%

19%

13%

38%

19%

69%

31%

employee

Rating

2

1

1

2

1

1

1

L

2

1

1

1

1

respondents).
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Evaluation of Activities

Evaluation showed an even more sporadic pattern, as shown in Table 6. The 
evaluation methods quest' on was accompanied by a brief definition of each 
method; respondents were asked to state which methods they used to evaluate 
each aim; they were, of course, allowed to specify more than one evaluation 
method. Respondents were also provided with space to write in any other 
methods they might use; none did so.

Table 6. Evaluation Methods by Exhibition Objectives.

Number of firms citing each method
Objectives of

exhibiting
Meet new
customers
Enhance
company image
Interact with
existing
customers
Promote
existing
products
Launch new
products
Get competitor
intelligence
Get edge on
non-exhibitors
Keep up with
competitors
Enhance
personnel
morale
Interact with
distributors
General market
research
Take sales
orders
Meet new
distributors

Mkt
rsch.

7

9

8

6

7

6

1

3

1

4

9

3

2

Contacts
made

47

7

15

10

10

1

1

3

1

7

4

17

19

Sales
leads

40

6

16

15

19

2

1

3

2

li

5

18

16

Bus.
done

23

6

25

28

34

0

2

4

3

16

4

57

7

Follow-
ups
25

7

17

19

27

1

1

2

2

9

3

34

11

Post-
mort

8

21

12

10

17

21

12

18

21

11

21

11

8

No
eval.
37

66

54

56

47

76

89

81

82

77

73

39

74
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For all the non-selling activities, an informal post-mortem discussion was far and 
away the most common choice of evaluation method. Formal market research 
was rarely cited, but came a poor second as a tool for evaluating "enhancing the 
company image," "getting competitor intelligence," and "general market research." 
For selling activities, records of business done was the main evaluation method, 
except in the case of meeting new customers and meeting new distributors (for 
which recording contacts made was the main method). In most cases, follow-ups 
came a fairly close second to business done.

Much of this is as would be expected. It is perhaps a little disappointing that 
the non-selling activities are not evaluated by any hard measures, in particular 
formal market research, especially since much of this could be carried out fairly 
easily by using visitor registration cards. Exhibition organisers could presumably 
provide this service yet few in the UK do - certainly none of the managers who 
were interviewed were aware of any such service.

What was less expected was the level of non-evaluation of activities. In only 
three cases do the majority of respondents evaluate; meeting new customers, 
launching new products, and taking sales orders. In every other case evaluators 
are in the minority. Considering that one of the evaluation methods offered is 
informal post-mortem discussions, it would appear that the majority of exhibitors 
do not even talk about whether the exhibition might have (for example) 
enhanced the company image.

Table 7. Evaluators vs. Non-Evaluators

Characteristic 
Jobs

Sales or marketing
Owners/partners/directors
Administrators
Number of employees
0-50
51-150
151-300
301-500
Amount of budget spent
Mode
Mean
Frequency of Exhibiting
Once or twice a year
Three to five times a year
Six to eleven times a year
Twelve times a year or
more

Non-evaluators 
(n=17)

3
9
5

14
2
1
0

50%
47%

1
4
6
6

Evaluators 
(n-17)

4
9
4

9
7
0
1

50%
46%

7
7
2
1

There are, of course, exhibitors who do not evaluate any of their activities in any



___ Objectives and Measures at UK Trade Exhibitions 217

way. 17 respondents carried out no evaluation whatsoever, apparently not even 
discussing the exhibition after attending it This is approximately 15% of the 
respondents. A comparison of the 17 non-evaluators with the top 17 evaluators 
(i.e. the firms who use the greatest number of evaluation measures) generated 
Table 7.

It would appear from Table 7 that the evaluators do not differ greatly from the 
non-evaluators regarding basic characteristics; apart from the propensity to 
exhibit more frequently (which is to be expected, judging from the figures 
comparing frequent exhibitors with otners), the only other difference appears to 
be in terms of size of firm, with non-evaluators appearing to be predominantly 
small firms. The main differences between the groups lie in the exhibitors 
objectives rather than in their vital statistics.

Table 8 shows those differences which are significant at the 90% confidence 
level or higher.

Table 8. Differences Between Evaluators and Non-Evaluators Regarding 
Objective Setting.

Behavioural factor r> i * j u u • * * *.
„,. .. . ^valuators behaviour t-test score 

___Objectives set__________________________________________
Meeting new customers Evaluators are much more likely to 0.0028

set a formal objective
Meeting existing More likely to set formal objective 0.0012 
customers
Launching new products More likely to set formal objective 0.0028 
Sales_____________More likely to set formal objective____0.0088

Evaluators therefore seem to be much more concerned with selling activities; 
meeting new customers, interacting with existing ones, getting new sales orders. 
Non-evaluators appear less concerned about these; po'ssibly, of course, those who 
are not proposing to evaluate their activities are less likely to heed to set 
objectives in the first place.

Evaluation and Commitment
Respondents committing fewer resources to exhibitions appear to use more 
measures of success; they are approximately three times as likely to use formal 
market research, more likely to use records of follow-up business, and more likely 
to use records of contacts made. They are slightly less' likely to rely on recording 
leads taken at the exhibition as a way of measuring success, however. Table 9 
shows the relative frequency of evaluation methods used by respondents 
according to the proportion of their budgets spent on exhibiting.

There is an apparent anomaly here, in that one would reasonably expect that 
those firms making a bigger commitment to exhibiting would be proportionately 
more likely to be using rigorous measures for confirming the success of the 
exercise. This is clearly not the case. On the other hand, those whose budget is
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divided among different forms of promotion may need to make more careful 
assessments in order to compare the cost effectiveness of the methods used. This 
would not be an issue for a firm spending 100% of its budget on exhibiting, since 
no other activities are being undertaken.

Table 9. Relative Frequency of Evaluation Methods

Evaluation Method

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of sales leads
Records of business done
at the exhibition
Records of business done
by follow-ups
Informal discussions; "post
mortems"
No evaluation made

50% or less spent 
on exhibiting (61 

respondents)
0.89
i:ei
1.42
2.08

1.66

2.01

0.16

More than 50% 
spent on exhibiting 

(43 respondents)
0.30
1.16
1.72
2.14

1.30

2.00

0.16

t-test 
score 

s
0.077

NS
NS
NS

NS

NS

NS
(Source: Survey respondents)

Regarding the ranking of the methods used, firms with a lower commitment used 
records of business done as their main method, with informal discussion as the 
second most used method. Firms with a large commitment counted records of 
business done as the main method, with informal discussion as the second most 
used method. Recording leads came a poor fifth for the less-committed 
exhibitors; for both sets of exhibitors market research was the least-used method. 
In fact the differences between the two groups are not statistically significant, 
with the exception of the use of market research, where the difference is 
significant at the 90% level.

Evaluation and Size of Firm
The size of the firm appeared to have a significant effect on 'the methods of 
evaluation used. Because of- the different sample sizes involved, an index was 
calculated.for each of the evaluation methods; the results of this are as shown in 
Table 10.

From Table 10 it can be seen that the largest firms are more likely to keep 
records of exhibition activity than are the, smallest firms, and formal market 
research is rarely used by any of the firms, but is least used by large firms. The 
differences between the medium-sized firms and the other groups is significant at 
the 95% level. Large firms use hard measures (for example records of business 
done) to evaluate their activities,.whereas medium-sized firms rely more heavily 

on post-mortems.
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Table 10. Evaluation Methods Indices (by Size of Finn).

Evaluation Method

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of sales leads
Records of business done at
the exhibition
Records of business done by
follow-ups
Informal discussions; "post
mortems"
No evaluation made

Less than 50 
employees

0.52
1.32
1.50
2.06

1.52

1.92

8.11

50-150 
employees

1.21
2.05
2.00
3.05

2.79

431

5.26

151 + 
employees

0.38
2.06
2.19
3.38

2.13

3.00

6.75
(Source: Survey respondents)

Evaluation and Frequency of Exhibiting

Table 11. Evaluation Methods used, by Frequency of Exhibiting

Formal market research
Records of contacts made
Records of leads taken
Records of business done at
the exhibition
Records of business done as a
result of follow-ups
Informal "post-mortem"
discussions

Less than 
three times 
per annum

0.51
1.35
1.38
1.76

0.92

1.70

Three to 
six times 

p.a.
0.44
1.58
1.81
2.79

2.60

2.92

More than 
six times p.a.

1.41
1.94
2.00
2.82

1.94

2.82

(Source: Survey respondents)

Frequent exhibitors are significantly more likely to use all the evaluation 
methods listed than are the infrequent exhibitors. In particular, they are very 
much more likely to use hard measures (formal market research, records of 
business done, etc.) than are the infrequent exhibitors. With two exceptions there 
does not appear to be a progression from infrequent exhibitors through medium- 
frequent exhibitors to the most frequent exhibitors; in other words, there is no 
evidence for a linear relationship between frequency of evaluation and frequency 

of exhibiting.
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Conclusions

There is clearly a distinct lack of a formal approach in most firms' exhibition 
activities. Although managers can usually state clear aims in exhibiting, these 
aims are rarely crystallised into objectives, arid still less frequently evaluated in an 
appropriate and rigorous way.

Formal objective-setting appears to be influenced by a combination of 
importance of the activity and the ease or difficulty of assessment Most 
exhibitors state that personal selling is the main aim of exhibiting, or indeed the 
only aim; most are able to set fonnal objectives for taking sales orders, but the 
majority (more than two-thirds) are unable or unwilling to set objectives for 
interacting with existing customers. If most firms do not set objectives for this 
activity, clearly even fewer would set objectives for non-selling activities such as 
enhancing the company image (ranked sixth, scoring only fractionally less than 
taking sales orders, and yet with only 30% setting a forma] objective).

More research is indicated into the reasons why firms do not evaluate, but 
some possible reasons have been identified, as follows:

1. The firm lacks the resources to carry out the evaluation.
2. The activity is not important enough to warrant evaluation.
3. The evaluation would be too difficult or expensive.
4. The firm is owner-managed and therefore the owner feels able to estimate 

the effectiveness of the exhibition without fonnal evaluation (Blythe, 1997).

Non-evaluation of such an expensive, time-consuming and (often) disruptive 
activity would seem to be perverse, to say the least It would be hard to imagine a 
firm conducting, for example, a nationwide billboard campaign without 
evaluating the results, yet exhibiting represents (nationally) more than double the 
expenditure on billboard and outdoor advertising.

In many cases, exhibiting represents the major part of the firm's promotional 
spend; one manager, interviewed in the exploratory stage of the research, stated 
that exhibitions were the only activity that the firm carried out, since that was 
where all their business came from. This reversal of cause and effect seems to be 
a well-established feature of some firms' altitude to exhibitions.

If the exhibition industry is to reverse the trend towards road shows and 
private shows, exhibition organisers and even venue managers may find it 
worthwhile to offer independent evaluation of exhibition success for the 
exhibitors. Exhibitors themselves obviously need to be more assiduous and 
indeed objective in'assessing whether their activities have been worthwhile, and 
there is some evidence to suggest that their current view that exhibitions are 

mainly for selling activities is not tenable.
For the academic researcher, there is still much to learn about exhibitions, 

exhibitors, and visitors. The lack of formal evaluation means that many questions 
remain unanswered; how effective are exhibitions as a promotional tool? What 
role do exhibitions occupy in the marketing communications mix? What role
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should exhibitions occupy, and what expectations about them are realistic? How 
can exhibitions be made to work better for firms?

Meanwhile, firms will continue to exhibit and visitors will continue to attend. 
Whether the experience will bear fruit for both parties is a question yet to be 
answered.
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Abstract

Exhibiting at trade shows and consumer exhibitions is an important communication 
tool, which has millions of pounds per annum devoted to it. Yet little research has 
been conducted into the effectiveness or otherwise of exhibhions.

This paper reports on research conducted at the Trade International Fair, a trade 
exhibition held at Thessalonika in Greece. The exhibitors and visitors were 
questioned as to their reasons for attending the fair, and their satisfaction with the 
outcomes of the fair; considerable discrepancies were found between what some 
groups of visitors wanted from the fair, and what the exhibitors were actually 
providing. In particular, the needs of engineers and R&D people were being met 
rather less well than were the needs of salespeople and marketers. The overall 
conclusion is that exhibitors at trade fairs are not closely-attuned to the needs of 
the visitors, but rather are following a sales orientation.

Jim Blythe is head of the University of Glamorgan Research Unit in Marketing, 
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Introduction

For companies that offer consumer and industrial goods and services, exhibiting at

trade shows is not something that evolved recently. In feet, exhibiting what is for 

sale can be traced to ancient marketplaces, where people gathered to buy and sell 

products, or see the offerings and bargain for better deals. Trade shows give a 

chance to potential and existing customers to see new products, as well as 

purchase products at special prices.

Nowadays, trade exhibitions form an important aspect of marketing 

communications, as can be seen by the large sums of money that are devoted to 

exhibitions. During 1997, £849 million was spend on 841 trade shows in the UK 

alone (approximately £1 million per exhibition), almost £100m more than the 

previous year, with many participating firms devoting over 50% of their marketing 

budget to exhibitions. On average, during the same year, companies committed 

49% of their annual promotional budget to exhibitions, 8% more than 1995. 

During the same year, the majority of the exhibitor companies devoted between 

£4,000 and £6,000 per exhibition. (Marketing Pocket Book, 1999).

However, the literature underlying the function and implications of trade shows is 

very limited. The available literature falls into the following categories:

Objective setting; 

Assessment of outcomes; 

Organising and staffing; and 

Visitor profiling;



Throughout the literature setting the right objectives is considered as the first step 

towards holding a successful trade show. Sashi and Perretty (1992) stated that 

"setting objectives makes clear the reasons for attending a show and indicate what 

is to be achieved". Indeed, the establishment of the right objectives is of major 

importance, since they can provide early solutions to problems concerned with the 

role of a particular firm in a trade show, or (on the negative side) with creating 

unrealistic expectations for an exhibition. Another reason for setting objectives is 

given by Cavanaugh (1976); the high cost of exhibiting has forced management to 

set objectives so as to evaluate its effectiveness against those objectives. The same 

author suggests that, in order for the right objectives to be set, management must 

examine six areas. Those are: (1) the company's purpose in exhibiting; (2) the 

target audience to be approached; (3) the advantages of regional, local or national 

exhibiting; (4) the efficiency/effectiveness balance; (5) competition's approach to 

exhibiting; and (6) the budget and projecting the cost ratio per sales leads obtained.

Although it can be argued that all marketing activities aim to increase sales, a 

number of authors (Bonoma, 1983; Kerin and Cron, 1987; Bellizzi and Lipps, 

1984;) have divided objectives in selling and non-selling activities, where selling 

objectives are the ones that are concerned directly with the personal selling 

function (lead generation, closing sales, prospecting, etc.), and non-selling 

activities are the ones that deal with other marketing goals, such as enhancing 

company image or gathering information on competitor's products. Bonoma 

(1983) identified five selling functions that can be achieved by participating at a 

trade show, which are: (1) identification of prospects; (2) Gain access to key 

decision makers in current or potential customer companies; (3) disseminating facts



about vendor products, services and personnel; (4) actually selling products; and 

(5) servicing current accounts' problems through contacts made. Bonoma 

recognised the fact that some trade shows will enable all the above to be achieved, 

while others will discourage the achievement of some of the selling-related 

objectives.

According to Bello (1992), many exhibition visitors do not use shows to purchase, 

but to fulfil non-purchasing objectives, such as to gather information on new 

technologies, new product specifications, budgets, etc. Since their reasons for 

attending a show are other than purchasing, it is reasonable to say that their 

expectations are not covered by exhibitors seeking at-show sales or to create leads 

for making future sales. The above is also made clear by Chapman (1987), who 

stated that marketers "think of trade shows as an opportunity to make sales on a 

neutral ground". But this is not the case, since, in his own words, trade shows 

"come into being to serve the needs of the customers." Chapman recognises that 

selling at trade shows should not be considered as a given fact, and calls on 

exhibitors to consider what the attendees are looking for when they visit a booth.

Noticeably, even exhibitors that show frequently or devote a large proportion of 

their marketing budget to exhibitions had selling as their primary objective. Some 

managers seem unable to imagine having other reasons for exhibiting apart from 

taking selling orders (Blythe and Rayner, 1996). Given that visitors are usually on 

an information-gathering expedition when visiting a show, one can understand why 

many show managers complain that exhibitions do not work for them. The majority 

of visitors in one study had as an objective 'to see new products and



developments', followed by 'to obtain technical or product information' and 'get 

up-to-date information' (Gramann 1994).

A great part of the literature related to trade shows is devoted to identifying ways 

of measuring the effectiveness of trade shows, and many researchers have tried to 

answer the question whether trade shows actually work (Gopolakrishna and Lilien, 

1995; Sashi and Perretty, 1992; Cavanaugh, 1976;). In fact, the opinions of people 

about whether exhibitions actually work are divided. In Bonoma's (1983) own 

words, 'to many managers trade shows are, at best, a necessary evil, to be endured 

rather than exploited.' Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) assess a number of cognitive 

effects of a trade show (such as creating brand awareness and interest, and image 

and reputation building or enhancement) which will have an effect on direct sales 

and are difficult to be isolated and measured.

Bello and Lohtia (1993) argue that selling at trade shows can be done more 

effectively if the job roles of attendees are analysed and booths are staffed with 

people that can provide the information required by the attendees

According to Gopalakrishna et al. (1995), as far as the question "do trade shows 

pay off?" is concerned, the evidence says that they do, but this depends on how 

one understands the question. According to Gopalakrishna et al. (1995), the above 

question is being asked by firms that devote the biggest share of their marketing 

communications expenditures to personal selling, so the question is being 

rephrased as "Can trade shows provide a positive Return On Investment through 

incremental sales and profits?" in addition to the sales already being generated by 

the sales force. In this respect, and according to the above authors, the answer is 

that trade shows pay off when their effects are isolated, but in order to be



considered cost effective they must pay off when their effects are calculated in 

conjunction with the effects of the other elements of the promotional mix that the 

company employs. The conclusion of their study is that trade shows are effective 

since, for the company in their study, the show resulted in a 112% long-term return 

on trade show investment, and it also generated interest in the new products that 

were exhibited, creating a positive influence to the buying decision for the 

products. Of course, whether trade shows do pay off or not depends largely on the 

objectives that the exhibitor has set before the exhibition. There are many examples 

available, where exhibitors set unrealistic objectives (such as "to increase 

awareness as much as possible" or "to make X number of sales"), and then 

complain that trade shows do not work for them. However, a major gap can be 

identified in Gopalakrishna's study; the two groups that were used to determine the 

impact of the trade show (people that visited the booth and those who did not), 

were assumed to be equally interested in the products on display, and those that did 

not visit the firm's booth may have just been making different choices in their 

information-gathering activities.

The advantage of a face-to-face delivery of the desired message to the target group 

is that it allows the firm to deliver the message in the most appropriate way, 

depending on the situation. If the booth staff is talking with a visitor who has an 

influence on the purchasing process in his/her firm, for instance, then the message 

can be tailored to the situation so as to become more appealing to the interested 

parties. Support for this view comes from Couretas (1984), a chief executive who 

very precisely observed the opportunities that such shows provide to the exhibiting 

firms. In Couretas' own words:



"In no other medium will all the other elements come together. Advertising, 

publicity, sales promotion, product demonstrations, sales staff, key management, 

present and potential customers and many other elements join together in a live, 

multi-dimensional event."

The Greek Economy

Greece is a country of around ten million inhabitants, with an unemployment level 

of 9.9% for the year 1998 (according to the National Statistical Service of Greece), 

and inflation levels around 3.9% for 1998 (National Statistical Service of Greece), 

with an estimated level around 2.9% for 1999. The Greek economy faced serious 

problems with a devaluation of the drachma during March 1998, with immediate 

implications for the Greek economic activities in a national and international level.

Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) account for almost the total employment in 

the non-primary sector (91%). In 1990 there were 690,000 SMEs in Greece, 

93.6% of which employed between zero and nine employees, and 3.5 % of which 

employed between ten and twenty-nine. Only 0.2% of the SME's employed more 

than 100 employees.

The strong presence in the Greek economy of small and medium enterprises is a 

characteristic of the country, since in 1990 there were 69 enterprises for every 

1000 of the population and rising, and has the largest number of enterprises per 

inhabitant of any EU member. SMEs in Greece employ 61% of workers in the 

non-primary sector, the largest share among the European Union member-states. 

Between 1978 and 1988 the percentage of SMEs employing 0-49 persons



increased by 7.6%, while that of firms employing 50 or over declined by 16.5% 

(National Statistical Service of Greece).

Greek SMEs have also the smallest average size in the E.U. In 1990 small and 

medium enterprises employed on average 3 workers ( European Observatory for 

SMEs), which confirms the dominance of micro enterprises that has not changed 

much since 1988.

The small average size of the Greek SMEs can be explained by four determinant 

factors which militate against bigger enterprises. Those are the following

Low Gross-Domestic Product

Weak orientation towards international markets

Population density

Small country size

Primary Research

The research was carried out with exhibitors and visitors at the Trade International 

Fair, which is held annually in the town of Thessalonika, Greece. The exhibition is 

not industry-specific.

The main data collection method was a questionnaire survey conducted with 120 

exhibitors and 120 visitors at the TIP; interviews were also used to obtain a more 

complete picture of the situation and test the appropriateness of the questionnaires.

The breakdown of exhibitor respondents is shown in Table 1.



Table 1: Exhibitor profile

Size affirms (in terms of number of employees)

0-50

51-150

151-300

301-500

501-1000

1000-3000

Percentage of marketing Budget devoted to exhibitions

0-10

11-20

21-30

31-40

41-50

51-60

61-70

71-80

81-90

91-100

Frequency of Exhibiting

Twelve times p.a. or more

Six to eleven times p.a.

Three to six. times p.a.

Twice p.a.

Less than twice p.a.

Job titles

Sales or Marketing director

Owner/Partner/Managing director

Administrator

Other

Number

74

28

8

2

6

2

2

7

10

27

22

17

18

10

3

0

0

10

44

48

20

50

54

8

10

% of Total

61.6

23.3

6.6

1.6

5

1.6

1.6

5.8

8.3

22.5

18.3

14.6

15

8.3

2.5

0

0

8.3

36.6

40

16.6

41.6

45

6.6

8.3

Source : Survey responses



The exhibitors were asked about: 1) their reasons for exhibiting; 2) the aims they 

set to be achieved through the show; 3) their ways of evaluating those aims; 4) the 

size of their firm; 5) their frequency of exhibiting; and 6) the amount of their 

promotional budget that is devoted to exhibitions.

The visitors we asked about: 1) their reasons for visiting the exhibition; 2) why 

they keep visiting the same exhibition year after year; 3) their assessment of the 

exhibition; 4) their job profile; and 5) their role in purchasing.

Size affirms

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of the questioned firms consisted of small size 

enterprises that employ less than 150 people. The remaining sample consisted of 

firm that employ 500 people or less (36 firms), and eight companies that have 

between 500 and 1500 staff. The fact that the great majority consists of small 

companies is a characteristic of the Greek economy and the relative proportions of 

the sample are consistent with the structure of Greek industry.

Exhibitors' Reasons for Exhibiting

The exhibitors were asked about their reasons for taking part in the fair. A set of 

thirteen possible reasons was given, and exhibitors were asked to rank each reason 

according to its importance for their firm with one as of greatest importance and 

thirteen as of least importance. Three of the stated reasons seemed to be the most 

commonly-cited across the board. Those were:
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1. Meeting new customers

2. Launching new products

3. Sell their products

The least favourable reasons for which the questioned firms took part in the fair 

included (by order of rank): general market research; enhancing the morale of the 

staff; and getting an edge on non-exhibitors.

Note: the Rating of the reasons for exhibiting is based on a scale from one to 

thirteen, where one is of major importance and thirteen of the least importance

Of the 120 exhibitors questioned about the aims they wish to achieve through the 

exhibition, only 78 replied that they had set a target.

Despite the feet that almost one third of the sample did not set formal targets for 

that exhibition, some significant differences did emerge between those that exhibit 

infrequently (twice a year at most), the medium-frequency exhibitors (up to six 

times a year), and those that exhibit frequently (12 times a year or more), in the 

way they set their objectives. Companies that exhibit up to six times a year seem to 

put more emphasis on meeting new customers than any of the others (96% 

confidence level). Likewise, they are more likely to set information gathering as an 

objective than the other exhibitors are. Those that exhibit twelve times a year or 

more are more likely to set an increase of staff morale as an objective, than any of 

those in the other groups (94% confidence level).
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Table 2: Reasons for exhibiting and formal objective setting

Reason

Meeting new customers

Launching new products

Making sales

Promoting existing products

Enhancing the company image

Interacting with existing customers

Meeting new distributors

Interacting with existing distributors

Collecting information about competition

Because competitors will exhibit

General market research

Enhancing staff morale

Getting an edge over competitors

Rating

1.07

1.35

1.75

1.99

2.35

3.2

3.5

4.5

4.7

4.8

4.85

5.6

5.7

Rank

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

Percentage setting 
formal objectives

30

21.6

26.62

15.83

13.3

5.00

5.83

1.6

8.3

2.5

7.5

1.7

0.83

Source: Survey responses

The received wisdom that trade shows are a good opportunity for launching new 

products is supported not only from the fact that it was regarded as the second best 

reason to take part in a show, but also that many of the exhibitors had set a target 

for doing so. The majority evaluated their targets using records of the follow-ups 

done after the exhibition, but there were also those that evaluated their success or 

failure to launch new product(s) by informal discussions after the end of the lair.

The results obtained overall bear a close resemblance to those obtained from an 

identical survey of British exhibitors (Blythe 1997, Blythe 1999). In fact, where 

comparisons can be made, there appears to be very little difference between Greek, 

UK and US exhibitor objectives and practice; such differences as do occur are 

unlikely to be statistically significant.
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Visitor Expectations

120 visitors were approached and invited to complete a questionnaire. They were 

asked about their reasons for visiting the show, their assessment of the success or 

otherwise of the visit in meeting their needs, about their work roles, and about their 

role in purchasing.

The visitors' job profiles showed a marked tendency towards general 

administration roles. This is likely to be a reflection of the structure of Greek 

enterprise, since most small firms would not have the resources to employ a 

purchasing expert; most businesses are run by one or two members of a family.

Table 3: Visitor job profiles

Job

Sales and marketing

General administration

Design

Engineering

Research and Development

Percentage of respondents

24%

26%

14%

22%

14%

Having said that, half of the respondents claimed to be working in engineering, 

design or R&D, and might therefore be assumed to be more interested in the 

technical aspects of what they are seeing; they are also more likely to be users or 

influencers in the buying process than be actual decision-makers. When asked 

about their role in purchasing decision-making, 40% of the total respondents stated 

that they had no role whatsoever.

The reasons for visiting the exhibition were as shown in Table 4.
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Table 4: Visitors' reasons for visiting TIP.

Reason for Visiting

To see new products/developments

To try new products/demonstrations

To obtain technical or product information

To see new companies

To discuss specific problems/talk with the experts

To compare products or services

To make business contacts

To see a specific company/product

Percentage citing

54%

23%

21%

11%

10%

7%

6%

5%

UK research (Gramman 1994) showed that visitors' main reasons for attending 

exhibitions were as follows;

Table 5: Reasons for visiting exhibitions

To see new products/developments

To obtain technical or product information

To get up-to-date information on legislation

To try new products/demonstrations

To see new companies

To see a specific company/product

To make business contacts

To discuss specific problems/talk to experts

To compare products/services

To get training information/products

53%

23%

21%

19%

14%

10%

8%

5%

5%

5%

(Source; Jill Gramann 1994)

Comparing the above with the results obtained from the TIP, it can be seen that 

whilst visitors for both countries have as one of their main reasons for visiting an 

exhibition "To see new products and developments", and "To obtain technical and 

product information", Greek visitors will attend a show to "Try new products and
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see demonstrations"; evidently visitors from both countries visit the exhibitions 

with, more or less, the same things in mind as to what to do there.

It further transpired that visitors' reasons for attending the exhibition related to 

their work roles. Table 6 shows the relationship between job title and reason for 

visiting.

Table 6: Visitors' reasons for attending, by job roles.

Reason

To see new prods/developments

To obtain technical/product info.

To try new prods/demos

To see new companies

To see a specific company/prod.

To discuss specific problems

To compare products or 
services

Sales & 
Mktg

19.1

0.83

2.5

2.5

3.33

0.0

0.83

Gen. 
admin.

16.6

4.16

4.16

4.16

0.83

0.83

1.66

Design

6.66

3.33

3.33

1.66

0.0

1.66

0.83

Eng.

7.5

7.5

7.5

0.83

0.0

4.16

0.0

R&D

4.16

5.0

5.0

1.66

0.83

1.66

3.33

The job roles of the respondents quite clearly had a bearing on their reasons for 

visiting. Sales and marketing people are much more likely to visit in order to see 

new products and developments (this difference is significant at the 99% level). 

R&D people are significantly (99% level) more likely to want to discuss specific 

problems and talk to the experts. General managers are significantly more likely to 

want to visit in order to make business contacts, and people from engineering are 

more likely to attend in order to obtain technical or product information.

The visitors' assessment of the exhibition was examined according to their job 

roles; the R&D people were significantly (95% confidence level) less satisfied with 

the exhibition than were the sales and marketing people. The engineers showed a
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similar pattern, which perhaps says more about the sales and marketing people than 

it does about the engineers.

Clearly the visitors' experience of the show is related to their jobs; the job tends to 

dictate the visitors' needs and requirements from the show, and the degree to 

which these needs are met reflects in their satisfaction or otherwise with the 

exhibition.

Conclusions

Although in both countries the firms tend to have a sales-orientated approach to 

exhibiting, it appears that visitors in both countries are satisfied with what they see 

at trade shows. In both cases, 93% of the respondents rate the exhibitions they 

have been to at an acceptable level and above, with the great majority (around 58% 

for both countries) rating them either very successful or quite successful. Results 

like this should be considered by managers who believe that exhibitions are a waste 

of money and time.

On the other hand, some visitors are more likely to come away dissatisfied than are 

others. People from a technical background (engineers and researchers) were less 

satisfied with the exhibition than were their colleagues in sales and marketing. It 

seems likely that the relentless selling orientation of the exhibitors means that the 

technical people (who, after all, represent 50% of the audience) are finding it 

difficult to get what they need from the show. No doubt it is perfectly possible to 

visit an exhibition and ignore the salespeople - but this undoubtedly adds to the 

strain of what is already a tiring experience.
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It is true that exhibitions are not as productive as they should be, and the reasons 

lie in the unwillingness of the managers to use them properly. It appears that 

exhibitors are operating under a selling concept, with the belief that visitors go to 

shows to be "sold to". The problem is that this cannot be done in practice, since 

people visit the shows with very clear reasons in mind as to why they are there. It 

is the exhibitors' responsibility, and in their best interests, to become more 

'marketing-orientated' and identify what consumers (visitors) are after when they 

attend to a show, so as to provide them with what they need. Currently it seems 

that trade shows are being run by salespeople and/or marketers, for the benefit of 

other salespeople and/or marketers.

Despite the fact that the expectations of the people visiting a show are not close to 

what exhibitors hope to make out of the show, visitors seem to be broadly satisfied 

with what they see at the shows. This leaves the exhibitors alone to think why they 

are the ones that are not satisfied with the exhibitions they attend, while their 

visitors are.

It seems likely that the exhibitors that complain are the ones that exhibited in order 

to generate direct sales, while visitors are simply not interested in buying. 

Exhibitions should be seen as a marketing communications tool available to the 

manager to communicate the firms' marketing messages. People at a trade show 

must be able to ask the opinion of experts, obtain the information they are looking 

for, test the products, and so on. This will provide the exhibitors the opportunity to 

come closer to their present and potential customers, and make sure that they give 

the best possible company picture to the visitors visiting their booth.



17

In the meantime, exhibitors wall continue exhibiting and visitors will keep on 

visiting, with greater or lesser degrees of satisfactory outcomes for both parties.
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The Huckster and the Fox: A Fable from the Exhibition Hall

Jim Blythe 
University of Glamorgan

Exhibitions occupy an important place in marketing expenditure, 

especially for SMEs. The exact place exhibitions occupy in the 

marketing mix is open to debate, and many exhibitors appear not 

to know what the most appropriate role is for their exhibiting 

activities (Blythe 2000).

Aims for exhibiting can be divided broadly as selling and non- 

selling activities (Kerin and Cron 1987, Bonoma 1983, Bellizzi 

and Lipps 1984) . Selling activities include lead generation, 

closing sales, finding new customers, qualifying leads, and 

prospecting. These activities are very commonly cited by 

exhibitors as their main reason for attending trade fairs 

(Blythe and Rayner 1996) .

Non-selling activities broadly categorise as meeting existing 

customers, enhancing the image of the company, carrying out 

general market research, meeting new distributors or agents, 

launching new products, and even enhancing staff morale. Most 

exhibitors do not rate these aims highly, with the exception of 

enhancing the company's image (Shipley, Egan and Wong 1993).

Exhibitions therefore do not fill a discrete slot in the 

marketing mix; they spread across most or all of the elements of 

the marketing mix, and contribute to each one. Exhibitions are 

seen as a tactical technique for achieving (or helping to 

achieve) specific marketing aims.



In most cases these aims are concerned with communication: 

contact with potential buyers is an important motivation for 

exhibitors, and obtaining up-to-date information is an important 

motivation for visitors (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

Marketing Communications and Exhibiting.

Communication is an interaction which is intersubjective and 

intentional, and which is carried out by means of a system of 

signs, building on fully-developed systems of phonology, syntax, 

semantics and pragmatics (Rosengren 1999). Communication can 

also be seen as the process by which we create and maintain the 

objective world, and thus create and maintain the only existence 

we have (Deetz 1995).

Marketing communications theory has been overlaid for the past 

fifty years by the Schramm (1971) model of communication. This 

is shown diagrammatically below.
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This model (sometimes called the Magic Bullet or Conduit model) 

implies that communication is a process of passing intelligence 

from sender to receiver, with a distorting effect along the way 

caused by interference and noise.

The modern view of communication is that it is a co-construction 

of meaning (Mantovani 1996) . Under this model, information is a 

means to an end, produced and used by social actors to achieve 

their goals in daily life. Communication is not solely a process 

of information transfer - it is a process of constructing 

meanings from shared information. Meaning is therefore a social 

construct rather than an object which can be passed from one 

memory to another. Because exhibitions are typically conducted 

as a dialogue between exhibitors and visitors, the opportunities 

for refining the shared meanings, and consequently the 

effectiveness of communication between the exhibiting firm and 

its publics, is much greater than is the case with most 

marketing communications techniques.



Communication between individuals has a political and strategic 

dimension, and therefore communications between individuals will 

frequently be intended to control an outcome rather than convey 

information. Deetz (1992) showed that the conduit metaphor of 

communication is taken for granted in organisations as well as 

in most people's day-to-day thinking, so that individuals might 

expect that their communications would be taken at face value. 

This leads to an interesting conflict in that the accepted norm 

for communication is, according to Deetz, a simple transfer of 

information, whereas most people are communicating according to 

their own agendas.

Since marketing communications are intended to produce a 

specific outcome, it seems safe to assume that they fall under 

the heading of political and strategic communications. If this 

is so, and exhibition visitors are aware of this, one might 

expect that marketing communications would be discounted - which 

is often the case. Conversely, if visitors believe in the 

conduit metaphor of communication, they might be expected to 

take the communication at face value. The probability is that a 

little of both goes on, but the fact remains that visitors are 

likely to make a judgement about the communication's intention 

as well as about its content.

Communication can be conveniently divided into those 

communications which the recipient seeks out (sought 

communications) and those which are initiated by the sender 

(unsought communications) (Blythe 2000b). From a marketer's 

viewpoint, sought communications are likely to be more



successful - in simple terms, the effect of a classified 

advertisement will probably be much higher than that from a 

display advertisement, because potential customers will read the 

classifieds in search of something, whereas they will skip past 

the display advertisements.

In the case of exhibitions, the visitors are quite clearly 

seeking out at least some of the communication: provided 

exhibitors match their information provision closely to what the 

visitors are seeking out, communication should result. Whether 

this communication translates into sales is another question.

In terms of semiotics, exhibitions provide signs about the 

company and its products. For some firms, the sign is the main 

reason for exhibiting - being at the exhibition at all gives a 

signal that the company is at the forefront of the industry, or 

at least is not one of the laggards. In most cases, though, the 

exhibition provides a vehicle by which signs are delivered. Sign 

systems of exhibitions are well-known: the stand, the suited 

personnel, the product samples, the brochures, the product 

demonstrations and the set-piece displays. Each system has an 

accepted etiquette, and indeed the visitors to exhibitions will 

also have a clear understanding of their role, and the expected 

role of the exhibitors.

Syntactically, exhibitions tend to be stylised: the meaning of a 

brochure offered at an exhibition is not the same as the meaning 

of a brochure offered by a salesperson at a customer's office. 

Because exhibitions have a cultural context of their own, the



resulting meanings differ from those encountered outside the 

exhibition hall.

Personal selling clearly happens on exhibition stands, although 

probably not to the extent that the exhibitors believe it does. 

The main reason for the interaction not to happen is the absence 

of a buyer - most visitors to exhibitions are not buyers 

(Gramman 1993: Bello and Lohtia 1993: Skerlos and Blythe 2000).

PR is a common reason for exhibiting, especially among larger 

firms, who see attendance at an exhibition as being part of the 

public face the firm needs to show in order to maintain its 

position and credibility as well as to influence the environment 

in which the firm operates. For some firms, exhibition 

attendance is seen as a hygiene factor: non-attendance would 

lead to a perception that the firm is in trouble, whereas 

attendance does not of itself bring any material benefits (Kerin 

and Cron 1987) . Attendance is sometimes therefore seen as a way 

of maintaining, rather than creating, a healthy image.

Sales promotion is linked to exhibitions - special offers on the 

stands, special promotions to encourage people to visit the 

stands, and so forth. Due to the emphasis most exhibitors place 

on personal selling, it is understandable that sales promotion 

should be high on the list of activities undertaken. For some 

visitors, these sales promotions are seen as a way of 

collecting free gifts: for some, this is a strong motivation for 

visiting the exhibition (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).



Exhibitions and Other Marketing Functions

Exhibition activity is not confined to the marketing 

communications function, at least not in the narrow way 

indicated by the traditional model of marketing communications. 

Exhibitions also have a role in market research, in new product 

development, in distribution and in international marketing.

As a market research medium, exhibitions offer an opportunity to 

test new product ideas on audiences, to observe competitive 

activities, and to assess the opinions of target audiences on 

neutral ground. In fact, few firms avail themselves of the 

opportunity to do this: although "interacting with existing 

customers" is often given as a reason for exhibiting, firms 

typically put their salespeople on the stand (Chonko, Tanner and 

McKee 1994) . Since salespeople meet existing customers every 

day, there would seem little point in doing this: in Germany, it 

is common for the managing director, the chief engineer, and the 

chief designers of a firm to spend time on the exhibition stand 

in order to meet the customers.

For new product development, exhibitions offer an opportunity to 

show "concept" models. This is common practice at motor shows, 

with concept cars being displayed and note taken of the public 

reaction to various features of the car. The potential for using 

this information as a serious source of research is probably not 

being sufficiently exploited: this is another area where further 

academic research is indicated. This use of exhibition stands 

corresponds to Stage Three of Crawford's (1991) model of the NPD 

process, screening and evaluation. In other cases, a prototype
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rather than a concept version might be made available on the 

stand, corresponding to the fifth stage of Crawford's model, 

market appraisal. Launching new products was rated 8.7 out of 10 

by the respondents in one survey (Blythe 1999), ranking this 

activity second in importance to making sales.

Some exhibitions are "selling" exhibitions, some are "non- 

selling" exhibitions. Selling exhibitions allow the exhibitors 

to make sales directly from the stand, -so the exhibition is a 

distribution method in itself. 55% of exhibitors set some kind 

of formal objective for making sales directly from the stand, 

and this activity was given a mean importance rating of 8.87 out 

of 10 by the exhibitors surveyed (Blythe 2000). At non-selling 

exhibitions, sales are either not allowed directly from the 

stands, or are discouraged. Exhibitors at these exhibitions are 

likely to be seeking new distributors (this activity was rated 

5.01 out of 10) , or may be seeking to interact with existing 

distributors (rated 4.8 out of 10).

International exhibitions may afford some opportunities for 

entering an overseas market. These are commonly a first step in 

exporting, and are seen as a "toe in the water" exercise for 

small firms (Sharland and Balogh 1996).

Exhibitions and Strategy

The relationship between strategy and exhibitions is twofold: 

firstly, there is the relationship between the organisation's 

overall corporate and/or marketing strategy, and secondly there



are the strategic planning implications for the exhibition 

activity itself.

In terms of the overall corporate strategy, exhibitions fall 

into a tactical role, but can be used to achieve strategic 

objectives such as awareness and credibility. The strategic 

objectives are likely to be communications objectives rather 

than marketing objectives; exhibitions can raise awareness, 

improve image, or help reposition a company or brand, but will 

probably not be helpful in improving market share, increasing 

customer loyalty, or increasing sales.

As far as the strategic planning of exhibitions goes, the 

research shows that strategic issues are often not addressed by 

exhibitors (Blythe 2000) . For example, fewer than half of the 

respondents in the survey set formal objectives for each 

exhibiting activity, even when the activity concerned was rated 

as highly important (scoring an average 8 out of 10 for 

importance) . The only exception to this was the objective of 

taking sales orders, for which 55% of respondents set a formal 

objective. Of course, this means that 45% of respondents did not 

set an objective even for this. Without objectives, strategy is 

presumably non-existent.

Within the three dimensions of strategy (process, content and 

context), exhibitions form a subdivision of the content 

dimension (deWit and Meyer 1998). Measuring outcomes is a 

further plank in ensuring that strategic goals are achieved: 

again, most respondents do not evaluate rigorously, and 

approximately 15% do not evaluate at all (Blythe 2000).
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Exhibition Effectiveness

Gopalakrishna et al. (1995) carried out a careful comparison 

between firms who exhibit and those who don't, and came to the 

conclusion that exhibitions are effective: other researchers, 

notably Sashi and Perretty (1992) and Bonoma (1983) report that 

exhibitions do not work.

The question is difficult to answer for the following reasons:

1. Much depends on what the exhibition is supposed to achieve, 

i.e. what the original aim of the exhibitor is.

2. The degree of effectiveness is debatable, since the outcomes 

are not necessarily measurable against other media.

3. Only a minority of exhibitors carry out any evaluation at all 

for most activities, and those which do evaluate do so using 

soft measures such as "informal post-mortem discussions".

4. It is extremely difficult to isolate exhibition activities 

from other elements in the communication mix.

This means that, overall, the question of whether exhibitions 

are an effective medium or not remains unanswered. It seems 

likely that exhibitions work at some level, however, since so 

much expenditure is lavished on them: more than double the 

amount spent on radio advertising, more than the advertising 

spend in consumer magazines, and more than the amount spent on 

business directories (Marketing Pocket Book 2000). 15% of firms 

spend 90% or more of their communications budget on exhibitions.
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Against this level of commitment to exhibiting, suspicions that 

the exhibitions may not be working are unlikely to be given much 

credence.

Modelling the Exhibition Process

Exhibitors tend to view exhibitions as a selling device, a means 

of communicating the advantages of their products to the buyers. 

Because the exhibitors seem to be unaware that most of the 

visitors to exhibitions are not, in fact, buyers there is some 

evidence that exhibitors are working to the Schramm 

communications model. Using this model, the exhibitors would 

define the problem as follows:

1. Message encoding: The exhibitor will rely on the salespeople 

to present the products in a way which will be of interest to 

the visitors.

2. The sender's and receiver's fields of experience would be 

expected to overlap on knowledge of the industry, some 

knowledge of the products and the competitors' products, and 

knowledge of how an exhibition works. Presumably shared 

cultural knowledge, such as a common language, would also be 

needed.

3. The message is a basic one, concerned with the benefits of the 

products.

4. Noise comes from the background activities of the exhibition. 

The large numbers of people who attend exhibitions create 

considerable distractions for the stand staff, and much of the
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stress of manning stands comes from the overcrowding inherent 

in the situation.

5. Interference comes from deliberate attempts by competitors and 

others to attract the attention of visitors.

6. Feedback comes from the visitors themselves: their response to 

the stand. For the sales-orientated exhibitor, this is largely 

concerned with leads collected, orders won, and business cards 

collected.

If, as the evidence suggests, visitors are at an earlier stage 

in the buying cycle than the purchase stage (Moriarty and 

Spekman 1984), the visitors will have a different perspective 

which conflicts with the exhibitor's perspective. In these 

circumstances, the Schramm model will not be appropriate, and 

the Mantovani (1996) model explains the situation rather better.

In the Mantovani model, the visitors are not mere recipients of 

the exhibitors' messages. They are proactive in seeking 

information, and arrive at the exhibition with their own agendas 

for the type of information they seek. At the search stage of 

the buying cycle, visitors are likely to be applying a set of 

heuristics which may well conflict with the exhibitors' view of 

how an exhibition works - for example, exhibitors may believe 

that brochures are communications devices, whereas visitors may 

believe that brochures are physical evidence of their attendance 

at the exhibition (in other words, souvenirs) . Likewise, 

exhibitors frequently give away free samples or promotional
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gifts: for the exhibitor, this is a way of generating a small 

sense of obligation on the part of the visitor. In normal 

circumstances, for example in a face-to-face selling situation, 

this would probably be the case: in the syntax of an exhibition, 

the visitor may well see the free gift as part of the "perks" of 

visiting exhibitions, and will discount it or even feel a sense 

of satisfaction at getting something for nothing. The meaning 

generated is not "This is a good company to deal with": it is 

more likely to be "This company is foolishly providing 

freebies."

Research conducted at a Greek exhibition (Skerlos and Blythe 

2000) analysed visitor expectations and satisfaction with the 

exhibition, as well as exhibitor expectation and satisfaction. 

The results showed clearly that the expectations and outcomes 

were not only opposing, but were incompatible in many cases.

Clearly the visitors' experience of the show is related to their 

jobs; the job tends to dictate the visitors' needs and 

requirements from the show, and the degree to which these needs 

are met reflects in their satisfaction or otherwise with the 

exhibition.

For both exhibitors and visitors there are strategic and 

tactical considerations involved. Strategically, exhibitors may 

be concerned with making sales, "sending" communications to 

visitors and others, and "receiving" communications from 

customers and others: visitors may be concerned with supplies 

(buying or seeking new suppliers), with information-gathering 

about technical issues or potential suppliers, or with
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entertainment aspects - seeing demonstrations or displays, 

collecting brochures to examine later, or collecting free gifts.

Fig. 2 shows how exhibitions can be analysed in terms of 

exhibitors' and visitors' needs and expectations.

Fig 2: Model of Exhibitions.
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Tactically, exhibitors might be categorised as follows:

1. Hucksters. These exhibitors are almost entirely concerned with 

making sales. They use various techniques to lure visitors 

onto their stands, and use enthusiastic sales presentations to 

obtain appointments or orders.

2. Respectables. These are often the industry leaders, whose 

stands are intended to enhance the corporate reputation.

3. Emperors. These are usually new exhibitors, hoping to acquire 

a presence in the marketplace by wearing the invisible 

clothing of an exhibition, but with little substance behind 

them. They hope that presence alone will be enough, without 

setting realistic objectives.

Hucksters appear to be in the majority. The research shows that 

55% of firms set formal objectives for taking sales orders, 47% 

set objectives for meeting new customers, and 42% set objectives 

for launching new products (Blythe 2000).

Respectables might be expected to place the emphasis on keeping 

up with the competition, or enhancing the company image: this 

type of exhibitor would be expected to give a high importance to 

these factors, and lower scores for sales-related issues. The 

evidence is that Respectables might account for between 10 and 

20% of exhibitors.
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Emperors might be expected to have several reasons for 

exhibiting, but not to set objectives for them: they account for 

about 20% of exhibitors.

Visitors can also be categorised, as follows:

1. Tyre-kickers. People who have no intention to buy, and no 

power to do so, but who enjoy pretending that they do.

2. Wheeler-dealers. People who have the power to buy, and the 

intention to do so, but who want to negotiate the best deal 

and will probably call on all the potential suppliers.

3. Technocrats. People who are interested in finding out about 

the technicalities of the products on display, often because 

they are engineers or technicians themselves. They are 

predominantly information seekers.

4. Foxes. Visitors with an ulterior motive: those who have come 

to the exhibition to sell something to the exhibitors, for 

example, or to find out what their competitors are doing.

5. Day-trippers. Students, retired people, or others who have an 

interest in the industry but are simply enjoying an 

interesting day out (or day out of the office).

Tyre-kickers might be expected to place most emphasis on 

information sources, with a secondary interest in entertainment 

strategies. Gathering brochures is likely to be confined to the 

firms with which the tyre-kicker wants to relate.
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Wheeler-dealers place strategic emphasis on sources of supply: 

they will seek to make appointments for salespeople to call, and 

may even place orders while visiting stands. These are the 

buyers, and the research indicates that they represent between 

6% and 8% of visitors (Skerlos and Blythe 2000) .

Technocrats would place the emphasis on information sources, 

would tend to collect brochures from almost everyone, and would 

be open to approaches from unsought sources. More than half of 

visitors to exhibitions say that their main reason for visiting 

is to see new products and developments, and 21% state that they 

are there to obtain technical information about products. 

Designers, engineers and R&D people accounted for 50% of the 

visitors to the TIF Exhibition (Skerlos and Blythe 2000) .

Foxes will tend to be information-seekers, but one category of 

fox (the ones who are there to sell to exhibitors) really fall 

into the category of exhibitors. The only real difference is 

that they have (in a typical foxy manner) avoided paying for a 

stand. 26% of visitors to one exhibition gave their job titles 

as sales or marketing: clearly these were foxes (Skerlos and 

Blythe 2000) .

Day-trippers would operate under an entertainment strategy. Avid 

brochure-collectors, they would go to demonstrations and 

displays, and would be keen to collect free samples and gifts. 

Typical day-trippers would be students, administrators, and 

relatives of people in the other categories. The TIF survey 

revealed that 26% of the visitors to the show were general 

administrators (Skerlos and Blythe 2000).
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Conclusions

Exhibitions are, in some ways, the ultimate example of marketing 

excellence. All the interested parties, be they buyers, sellers, 

students, designers, influencers in the buying decision, or 

users of the products, are represented under one roof at one 

time. Each has come to trade in some way - each has needs to 

fulfil, and is prepared to spend time, effort and even money to 

fulfil those needs.

In most cases, exhibitors and visitors come away from the 

experience reasonably satisfied with the results (Skerlos and 

Blythe 2000) . In others cases, there is a degree of 

disappointment. It seems likely that this is caused by a 

misunderstanding as to what exhibitions can achieve.

For exhibitors, the expectation (often fostered by the 

exhibition industry) is that most, even all, of the visitors are 

buyers, and that they can be persuaded to place orders. In fact, 

buyers are in the minority: exhibitors will often find 

themselves collecting names and addresses from tyre-kickers or 

foxes, imagining that they have collected a lead, only to find 

later that the "lead" turns out to be false. On the other hand, 

the tendency amongst some exhibitors to turf day-trippers off 

the stands may result in losing people who might influence 

purchases later.

As for visitors, they hold the real power in the relationship 

(as any true marketer might expect) . This is likely to mean that



19

they are in a stronger position to ensure that their 

expectations are met: the evidence from Greece is that most 

visitors are satisfied with their experiences at the show, 

despite complaining about "too much selling."(Skerlos and Blythe 

2QOO) . The wheeler-dealers are able to obtain a large amount of 

information and probably several competing quotations for their 

requirements, the tyre-kickers will have plenty of tyres to 

kick, the technocrats will be able to collect brochures and see 

prototypes, the foxes will be able to work out their own 

agendas, and the day-trippers will have an interesting and 

lucrative day out, with plenty of souvenirs to take away.

The first lesson for managers of exhibition stands is, as 

always, to ensure that their objectives are realistic and 

achievable in the light of what is known about visitors. The 

second lesson is to ensure that the right activities happen on 

the stand to ensure the achievement of the objectives - and, of 

course, that the right evaluation methods are in place to 

ascertain whether the objectives have been achieved.
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Distract

Trade fairs play an important role in marketing. In many cases, exhibitors view trade fairs as an opportunity for transactional selling, and 
te may overlook opportunities that exist for initiating and building relationships with key accounts. This paper maps exhibitors' and 
iitots' exhibition objectives against key account management (KAM) activities, and in particular examines the role trade fairs can have in 
living specific problems that arise at different stages in the development of the relationship between firms in a dyadic KAM scenario. 
tawing on research conducted in the UK, US and Greece, the author concludes that trade fairs should occupy a pivotal position in KAM, 
tt the evidence is that exhibitors are not taking full advantage of this opportunity. © 2002 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved.
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.Introduction

Trade fairs occupy an important place in marketing 
jpenditure, especially for small and medium enterprises. 
he exact role trade fairs occupy in the marketing mix is 
pen to debate, and many exhibitors appear not to know 
'tat the most appropriate role is for their exhibiting activ- 
ies [1], Perhaps, more importantly, exhibitors are often 
table to say whether the show has worked at all [2,3].

Aims for exhibiting can be divided broadly into selling 
*1 nonselling activities [4-6]. Selling activities include 
; »d generation, closing sales, finding new customers, 
nlifying leads and prospecting. Exhibitors very commonly 
te these activities as their main reason for attending trade 
"s [7], Nonselling activities are broadly categorized as 
Wing existing customers, enhancing the image of the 
»pany, carrying out general market research, meeting 
w distributors or agents, launching new products and even 
dancing staff morale. Most exhibitors do not rate these 
°s highly, with the exception of enhancing the company's 

e [8], Yet, in many cases, these aims are exactly those 
port a key account management (KAM) situation, 

fairs spread across most, or all, of the elements of 
le marketing mix, and contribute to each one. Trade fairs

'Jel.: +44-1443-483-575; fax: n-44-1443-482-380. 
*•">«« address: jwblythe@glam.ac.uk (J. Blythe).

are seen as a tactical technique for achieving or helping to 
achieve specific marketing aims. In most cases, these aims 
are concerned with communication, since contact with 
potential buyers is reportedly an important motivation for 
exhibitors, and obtaining up-to-date information is an 
important motivation for visitors [9].

Different types of problems will be dominant at each 
stage of development of a key account relationship. The 
KAM/PPF model [10] links these stages of development to 
the prevailing problem type, offering a way to predict the 
parameters of the relationship between firms. The purpose 
of this paper is to link research on visitors' and exhibitors' 
behavior at exhibitions and trade fairs with the KAM/PPF 
model of KAM. The research is based on a survey of 
exhibitors at two trade fairs, and on a survey of visitors 
and exhibitors at a further trade fair. Comparisons are also 
drawn with two other surveys of visitors at trade fairs in the 
UK and in Spain.

2. The KAM/PPF model

For the purposes of discussion, the Millman and Wilson 
definition of a key account will be used. For Millman and 
Wilson, a key account is "a customer in a business-to- 
business market identified by a selling company as being 
of strategic importance" [11]. This definition avoids the 
problem of linking key account status to size, geographical

|W-850l/02/$ - see front matter © 2002 Eisevier Science Inc. All rights reserved. 
<: S0019. 8501(02)00)83-9
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Table 1
The PPF model of problem characteristics

Problem category Nature of problem

Product Availability, performance, features, quality, design, 
technical support, order size, price, terms

Process Speed of response, manufacturing process issues,
application of process knowledge, changes to product, 
projects management issues, decision-making process 
knowledge, special attention in relation to deliveries, 
design, quotes, cost reduction

Facilitation Value creation, compatibility and integration of 
systems, alignment of objectives, integration of 
personnel, managing processes peripheral to 
customer core activity, strategic alignment

location or volume of business. The implication is that an 
account can be small in volume terms, or can be a small 
company, but can represent a major breakthrough for the 
selling company, perhaps because the account opens the 
door to other, larger volumes of business. KAM encapsu 
lates all those activities intended to establish or maintain a 
relationship with a strategically important customer.

The Millman-Wilson [12] relational development model 
is a tool for examining the initiation, growth and eventual 
demise of the relationship between firms. Linked to the PPF 
model of relational interaction [13], as shown in Table 1, it 
is possible to show that the types of problem being 
addressed and resolved by the partners in the relationship 
will vary according to the stage of the relationship.

The PPF model postulates that the nature of dyadic 
organizational relationships is directly related to the nature 
of the problems that the parties focus on resolving. In dyadic 
business relationships, these problems are hierarchical, in 
that a more distant relationship between the parties will only 
generate problems related to products. The higher-order

problems of process and facilitation will only become ap 
parent as the relationship becomes closer.

The Millman-Wilson Stages of Relational Development 
model describes the stages firms go through as the relation 
ship achieves key account status [12]. In the pre-KAM 
stage, the firms do not have a relationship but are assessing 
whether there is potential for establishing key account 
status. In the early KAM stage, the supplying firm might 
develop preferred supplier status. In the rnid KAM stage, the 
partnership builds further, consolidating the preferred sup 
plier status. In the partnership KAM stage, the firms develop 
a spirit of partnership and build a common culture, and the 
supplier locks in the customer, becoming the external 
resource base. In the synergistic KAM stage, the firms share 
rewards and become quasi-integrated. The final stage is the 
uncoupling KAM stage, in which the firms disengage.

The combined KAM/PPF model categorizes the types of 
problem, and shows how these can be related to the stages 
that firms go through when establishing a key account 
relationship. Table 2 shows the PPF strategies mapped 
against the stages of relational development model [10].

The strategic issues raised at different stages of the 
relationship connect with the firm's communication strat 
egies, and particularly with the stated strategies of firms at 
trade fairs. In the early stages, communication might be 
dominated by outbound messages from the selling com 
pany; but in the later stages, a true dialogue is likely to be 
the prevailing paradigm.

3. Trade fairs and marketing communications

Communication is an interaction that is intersubjective 
and intentional, and which is carried out by means of a

Table 2
KAM/PPF strategies
Development stage Objectives Strategies

Pre-KAM 

Early KAM

Mid KAM 

Partnership KAM

Synergistic KAM 

Uncoupling KAM

Define and identify strategic account 
potential. Secure initial contact.

Account penetration. Increase volume 
of business. Achieve preferred 
supplier status.

Build partnership. Consolidate 
preferred supplier status. 
Establish key account in-house.

Develop spirit of partnership. 
Build common culture. 
Lock in customer by being 
external resource base. 
Continuous improvement. 
Shared rewards. Quasi-integration. 
Disengagement

Identify key contacts and decision-making unit. Establish
product need. Display willingness to address other areas of
the problem. Advocate key account status in-house.
Build social network. Identify process-related problems
and signal willingness to work together to provide
cost-effective solutions. Build trust through performance
and open communications
Focus on product-related issues. Manage the implementation
of process-related solutions. Build interorganizational teams.
Establish joint systems. Begin to perform noncore
management tasks.
Integrate processes. Extend joint problem solving. Focus on
cost reduction and joint value-creating opportunities.
Address key strategic issues of the client.
Address facilitation issues.
Focus on joint value creation. Create semiautonomous
projects teams. Develop strategic congruence.
Withdraw
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system of signs, building on folly developed systems of 

phonology, syntax, semantics and pragmatics [14]. Com 
munication can also be seen as the process by which we 

create and maintain the objective world, and thus create and 
maintain the only existence we have [15].

Marketing communications theory has been overlaid for 

die past 50 years by the Schramm [16] model of commun 
ication. This is shown diagrammatically in Figure 1,

This model, also called the Magic Bullet or Conduit 

model, implies that communication is a process of passing 

intelligence from sender to receiver, with a distorting effect 

along the way caused by interference and noise. A more 
recent view of communication is that it is a co-construction 

of meaning [17]. In this model, information is a means to 

an end, produced and used by social actors to achieve their 

goals in daily life. Communication is not solely a process 

of information transfer; it is a process of constructing 

meanings from shared information. Meaning is, therefore, 

a social construct rather than an object that can be passed 

from one memory to another. Because trade fairs are 

typically conducted as a dialogue between exhibitors and 

visitors, the opportunities for refining the shared meanings, 

and consequently the effectiveness of communication 

between the exhibiting firm and its publics, is much 

greater than is the case with most marketing communica 
tions techniques.

Communication between individuals has a political and 

strategic dimension, and therefore, communications between 

individuals will frequently be intended to control an outcome 

rather than convey information. Deetz [15] showed that the 

conduit metaphor of communication is taken for granted in 

organizations as well as in most people's day-to-day thinking, 

so that individuals might expect that their communications 

would be taken at face value. This leads to an interesting 

conflict in that the accepted norm for communication is a 

simple transfer of information, whereas most people are 

communicating according to their own agendas [16].
Since marketing communications are intended to produce 

i specific outcome, it seems safe to assume that they fall 

under the heading of political and strategic communications. 

If this is so, and trade fair visitors are aware of this, one 

Might expect that marketing communications would be

discounted—which is often the case. Conversely, if visitors 

believe in the conduit metaphor of communication, they 

might be expected to take the communication at face value. 

The probability is that a little of both goes on, but the fact 

remains that visitors are likely to make a judgment about the 

communication's intention as well as about its content.

In a KAM situation, one might imagine that the political 

agendas under which communications are carried out might 

reduce in time as the relationship deepens. Using the well- 
worn courtship-and-mamage analogy [ 18], the initial "front" 

that is put on when courting is impossible to maintain across 
the breakfast table.

Communication can be conveniently divided into sought 

communications, which are those that the recipient seeks 

out, and unsought communications, which are those initi 

ated by the sender [19]. From a marketer's viewpoint, 

sought communications are likely to be more successful_ 

in simple terms, the effect of a classified advertisement will 

probably be much higher than that from, a display advert 

isement. This is because potential customers will read the 
classifieds in search of something, whereas they will skip 

past the display advertisements.
In the case of trade fairs, the visitors are quite clearly 

seeking out at least some form of communication. If exhib 

itors match their information provision closely to what the 

visitors are seeking, communication should result. Whether 

this communication translates into sales is another question. 

In terms of semiotics, trade fairs provide signs about the 

company and its products. For some firms, the sign is the 

main reason for exhibiting—being at the trade fair at all 

gives a signal that the company is at the forefront of the 

industry, or at least is not one of the laggards. In most cases, 

though, the trade fair provides a vehicle by which signs are 

delivered. Sign systems of trade fairs are well known. The 

stand, the suited personnel, the product samples, the bro 

chures, the product demonstrations and the set piece dis 

plays are typical of trade fairs. Each system has an accepted 

etiquette so that visitors to trade fairs will have a clear 

understanding of their own role, and the expected role of 

the exhibitors.
Syntactically, trade fairs tend to be stylised. The meaning 

of a brochure offered at a trade fair is not the same as the

Sender's field of experience

Message encoding; 
feedback decoding

Noise

Interference

Message decoding; 
feedback encoding

of experience

Fig. i. Model of the communication process (Schramm [lh])
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meaning of a brochure offered by a salesperson at a 
customer's office. Because trade fairs have a cultural con 
text of their own, the resulting meanings differ from those 
encountered outside the exhibition hall.

4. Trade fairs and the promotional mix

Within the context of the discrete elements of the pro 
motion mix, trade fairs contribute across the board. Personal 
selling clearly happens in exhibition stands, although prob 
ably not to the extent that the exhibitors believe it does. The 
main reason for the interaction not to happen is the absence 
of a buyer—most visitors to trade fairs are not buyers 
[9,20,21]. From a key account perspective, the only "sell 
ing" that will take place on the stand is securing an initial 
contact when talking to a potential new customer, and 
possibly building the social network by talking to existing 
customers and distributors. Indeed, in a KAM scenario, the 
emphasis is on developing the partnership between the firms. 
Therefore, the role of the salesperson becomes one of 
managing conflict on a broader basis between the firms 
involved, rather than directly closing sales or influencing 
the buyer's behavior [22].

Public relations is a common reason for exhibiting, 
especially among larger firms that see attendance at a trade 
fair as being part of the public face the firm needs to show. 
This helps to maintain the firm's position and credibility as 
well as influence the environment in which the firm oper 
ates. For some firms, trade fair attendance is seen as a 
hygiene factor. Nonattendance would lead to a perception 
that the firm is in trouble, whereas attendance does not, of 
itself, bring any material benefits [4], Attendance is some 
times, therefore, seen as a way of maintaining, rather than 
creating, a healthy image. Within a KAM context, trade fairs 
can help in maintaining a healthy relationship, since attend 
ance shows that the firm is a serious player.

Sales promotion is linked to trade fairs via special 
offers on the stands, special promotions to encourage 
people to visit the stands, and so forth. Due to the 
emphasis most exhibitors place on personal selling, it is 
understandable that sales promotion should be high on the 
list of activities undertaken. For some visitors, these sales 
promotions are seen as a way of collecting free gifts, and 
for many, this is probably the main motivation for visiting 
the exhibition [9].

5, Research methods

Regarding exhibitors at trade fairs, two studies were 
undertaken. One study used a sample of exhibitors at two 
UK trade fairs—the Sound and Vision Fair and the Spring 
Gift Fair. A questionnaire was mailed out to 200 exhibitors 
at these fairs, and 104 usable responses were obtained. The 
breakdown of the sample is shown in Table 3.

Table 3 
Profile of respondents to

Characteristic

Job titles
Sales/marketing director
Owner/parlner/inanaging
Administrator
Other

Number of empiovees
0-50
51-150
151-300
301-500
501-1000
1000 +

Percentage of marketing
1 % or less
1-10%
11-20%
21-30%
31-40%
41-50%
51-60%
61-70%
71-80%
81-90%
91-100%

Frequency of exhibiting

UK questionnaire

Number of 
respondents (A'- 104)

32
director 38

30
4

70
20

5
3
5
1

budget devoted to exhibitions
4
8

14
8
7

20
6
6

16
8
7

1 2 or more times per annum 5
6-11 times per annum
3-5 times per annum
Once or twice a year
Less than once a year

14
51
33

1

Percentage 
of total

31
37
29
4

67
19

5
3
5
1

4
8

13
8
7

19
6
6

15
8
7

5
14
49
32

1

The process was repeated at a Greek trade fair, the 
Thessalonika Trade International Fair. In this case, the 
questionnaires were delivered to exhibition stands by hand 
and collected later. One hundred twenty useable responses 
were obtained in this way. The same questionnaire, as was 
used for the UK study, was translated into Greek, then 
backtranslated to ensure consistency. The profile of the 
Greek sample of exhibitors is shown in Table 4.

6. Exhibitors' expectations

Trade fairs have been widely viewed as a way of 
initiating relationships, or of making sales. Exhibitors usu 
ally rank selling objectives high on the list of importance, 
and also tend to set formal objectives for their achievement, 
as shown in Table 5. Firms of different sizes show a 
different propensity to set objectives for each reason for 
exhibiting. For example, small firms often do not set formal 
objectives for most of the reasons given, whereas large firms 
tend to do so [23].

Exhibitors predominantly rank "selling" objectives above 
"nonselling" objectives. This predilection for the instant
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ftofile of respondents to the Greek

Characteristic

1st titles
Sales/marketing director
Owner/partner/managing director
Administrator
Other

limber of employees
1-50
SI-150
151-300
101-500
$01-1000
1000+

questionnaire
Number of 
respondents (N= 120)

50
54

8
8

74
28

8
2
6
2

Percentage 
of total

41.6
45

6.6
6.6

61.6
23.3

6.6
1.6
5
1.6

Percentage of marketing budget devoted to exhibitions
1% or less
I- 10%
11-20%
21-30%
)l-40%
41-50%
Si -60%
61-70%
11-80%
81-90%
91-100%

frequency of exhibiting
12 or more times per annum
6-11 times per annum
3-5 times per annum
Once or twice a year
Less than once a year

0
2
7

10
27
22
17
18
10

3
4

0
10
44
66

0

0
1.6
5.8
8.3

22.5
18.3
14.6
15
8.3
2.5
3.3

0
8.3

36.6
55

0

result is often counterproductive, and may account for the 
dissatisfaction with trade fairs that is expressed by some 
exhibitors [7]. Obviously, if exhibitors have a set of expect-

Table 5
Reasons for exhibiting and formal objective-setting (A?= 104)

Importance 
of reasons

Reasons for exhibiting

Meeting new customers
launching new products
Take sales orders
Interacting with existing customers
fromoting existing products
Enhancing the company image
General market research
Meet new distributors
Keeping up with the competition
Getting information about

the competition
Interacting with existing distributors
Getting an "edge" on nonexhibitors
5jw™8 the morale of the staff

Rating

8.87
8.68
7.69
7.67
7.53
7.52
5.77
5.01
4.86
4.84

4.80
4.57
3.90

Rank

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

12
13
10

Percent 
formal

%

47
42
55
32
38
30
18
21
10
19

17
10
13

setting 
objectives

Rank

2
3
1
5
4
6
9
7

12
8

10
10
13

ations, which is not met, they will feel disappointed with the 
trade fair, even if the expectations were unrealistic.

Exhibitors are not always good at setting objectives or 
indeed evaluating them [1], but they do at least appear to 
know why they are going to the trade fairs. KAM objectives 
would include making initial contacts, categorized as meet 
ing new customers, and interacting with existing customers. 
This latter activity accords with the view of Weitz and 
Bradford [22] that key account managers should be man 
aging conflict rather than persuading buyers.

7. Visitor expectations

Research conducted among visitors to trade fairs shows 
that most are not directly involved in purchase decisions, and 
many have no role whatsoever in purchasing [9,20,21,24].

The research carried out by Skerlos and Blythe [9] 
involved surveying visitors and exhibitors at a Greek trade 
exhibition. Where comparisons exist with research con 
ducted in the UK, Spain and the US, the findings show 
marked similarities. In other words, there do not appear to 
be any major differences in the expectations of visitors 
among the four countries, and possibly in the world in 
general. One hundred twenty visitors were approached and 
invited to complete a questionnaire. They were asked about 
their reasons for visiting the show, their assessment of the 
success, or otherwise, of the visit in meeting their needs, 
about their work roles and about their role in purchasing.

The visitors' job profiles showed a marked tendency 
towards general administration roles. This is likely to be a 
reflection of the structure of Greek enterprise, since most 
small firms would not have the resources to employ a 
purchasing expert. Most businesses in Greece are run by 
one or two members of a family [25] (Table 6).

Having said that, half of the respondents claimed to be 
working in engineering, design or R&D, and might there 
fore be assumed to be more interested in the technical 
aspects of what they are seeing. They are also more likely 
to be users or influencers in the buying process than be 
actual decision makers. When asked about their role in 
purchasing decision making, 40% of the total respondents 
stated that they had no role whatsoever. The reasons for 
visiting the exhibition are shown in Table 7. Respondents 
were permitted to cite more than one reason for attendance.

Table 6
Visitor job profiles ___ _____

Percentage 
Job of respondents

Sales and marketing 24
General administration 2b
Design 14
Engineering 22
Research and development 14
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visitors. For example, if it could be shown that a large 
number of visitors planned on attending a trade fair in order 
to place orders, it would be realistic for exhibitors to plan on 
making sales. In fact, this is not the case.

Mapping these reasons against the development stages 
model gives the pattern shown in Table 11. In the pre-KAM 
stage, when the parties are feeling each other out, it appears 
that exhibitors place a high importance on finding new 
customers and launching new products. Unfortunately, only 
12% of visitors cites seeing new companies as a reason for 
attending, only 6% cites making business contacts, and 7% 
cites comparing products and services. At the early KAM 
stage, when the parties are aiming to increase the volume of 
business and build a social network, the exhibitors' aim of 
interacting with existing customers will be most appropri 
ate. The 21% of visitors who cited obtaining technical 
information as a reason for attending should also be ap 
propriately serviced.

In the mid KAM stage, visitors may wish to discuss 
specific problems (and 10% gave this reason for attending). 
Exhibitors will wish to interact with existing distributors and 
customers—the latter of which aims is rated fourth in 
importance by exhibitors. At the partnership KAM stage, 
the two parties are probably too closely intertwined to need 
to meet in an exhibition hall, and may even be sharing stand 
space. At the uncoupling KAM stage, when the partnership 
is dissolving, the parties are likely to use the trade fair to 
seek new partners. Obviously, there is likely to be consid 
erable overlap between the separate stages and activities, but 
as the relationship deepens, the role of trade fairs is likely to 
become less.

9. Conclusions

Trade fairs are used in many ways, and the evidence 
is that most marketing activities are connected to trade 
fairs. For key account managers, trade fairs offer three 
main opportunities:

1. First contact at the pre-KAM or even early KAM stage;
2. Building partnerships and establishing a common culture 

at the mid KAM and partnership KAM stages; and
3. Offering an opportunity for a shared voice at the 

synergistic KAM stage.

The first contact is far more likely to be with a technical 
person or an administrator than with a buyer or decision- 
maker, which means that the key account manager needs to 
use these people as product champions in order to enter the 
prospective customer's firm. Given that technical people are 
at the trade fair for the purpose of finding out what is new in 
the field, exhibitors might be well advised to put some of 
their own technical people on the stand in order to explore 
possible synergies.

Trade fairs offer a useful venue for building partnerships. 
In the early KAM stage, where the prevailing strategy is 
concerned with building networks, the trade fair offers a 
neutral territory on which people who would not normally 
have the chance to meet are able to network with the 
exhibiting firm. For the exhibitor, the key strategy here is 
to ensure that the partner firm's technical, administrative and 
marketing people are specifically invited to the stand, 
possibly with the objective of meeting their opposite num 
bers. Interaction between these individuals is likely to 
encourage the identification of problems, the finding of 
creative solutions and a closer relationship between the 
organizations. However, the research indicates that many 
technical people's needs are not being met—the opportunity 
to discuss specific problems, which is a common reason for 
visiting the exhibition, is unavailable because the exhibiting 
firms tend to concentrate mainly on selling activities.

At the synergistic KAM stage, firms develop strategic 
congruence. At this point, trade fairs provide the opportun 
ity to share a voice. This is, of course, true of other 
communications media, but trade fairs allow congruence 
across a broader spectrum of activities than most because of 
the interactive nature of the medium. For example, trade 
fairs can be used for concept testing of new products, 
allowing the partners to obtain quick feedback on the market 
viability of the product.

Trade fairs frequently do not work for firms. In most 
cases, this is because exhibitors have not thought through 
their strategies clearly enough, have not set objectives and 
have not evaluated the success, or otherwise, of the exhibi 
tion [1], Using trade fairs effectively as a tool in KAM 
means understanding the visitors and how trade fairs work. 
As in any other area of marketing, the key issue is to meet 
the needs of those visitors effectively in order to facilitate 
exchange. Using the courtship analogy, the exhibition hall is 
the business equivalent of the dance hall. It is a place for 
chance encounters that may lead to romance, or it is a place 
to go to on a date. Whether chance or prearranged, the key 
account manager can only make the best of the event by 
setting objectives and being clear about achieving them.

10. Future research

Trade fairs are so underresearched that almost any 
research program is likely to reveal new insights. Very little 
research has been carried out regarding visitor attitudes and 
behavior, and further research is indicated into the reasons 
why firms do not evaluate their trade fair activities.

On a more general level, research into the communica 
tion modes of firms in key account relationships is indi 
cated. If, in fact, firms become less politically oriented in 
their communication styles as the relationship progresses 
through from pre-KAM to synergistic KAM stages, there 
will be important implications for all communications 
media, not just trade fairs.
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Finally, the question of trade fair effectiveness remains 
largely unanswered. The received wisdom is that trade fairs 
are good for something, but opinions differ on exactly what 
that might be. Research so far seems to show that most 
exhibitors (and indeed most visitors) are not making the most 
of the opportunity. Measuring effectiveness depends heavily 
on what the visitors and exhibitors are hoping to gain from 
the experience, but their stated aims appear to be incom 
patible. From the viewpoint of trade fair practitioners, mak 
ing trade fairs function better as a communications interface 
between firms is a key challenge for the 21st century.
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