


Introduction: 
 
We all know the adage, “Failing to Plan is Planning to Fail…” because it’s 
true.  If you don’t have a clear vision of what you want to accomplish at 
your next trade show, how you plan to accomplish it, and what steps you’ll 
need to follow to make your vision into a reality, you’ll most likely have a 
lot of headaches along the way. 

Recently, a well-known event planner told me there are two kinds of event 
planners: people who create with a strategy and a vision in mind, and 
people who do logistics.   

The first group develops plans and strategies to achieve their business 
goals and events goals, while the logisticians just plan to get people and 
things to a given place on time.   

Since you’re going to commit yourself and your company to thousands of 
dollars in marketing expenses and hundreds of hours of planning an 
execution time, shouldn’t you be sure your trade show exhibit achieves 
your business goals?   

Here’s a quick and easy guide to getting ready for your next trade show. 

Step One: What is Your Purpose? 

What is your ultimate goal at this trade show?  What’s the one thing that 
has to happen for you to declare this year’s show a success?   

It’s very important to understand that you must have one goal.  Like a 
sales letter or any other marketing piece, a trade show is most effective 
when it’s designed to drive the prospect to take one action.  For most 
exhibitors, the ideal outcome will be that qualified prospects opt-in for a 
follow up call, appointment, email, or other communication after the show. 

Questions to Ask: 
1. What is our ultimate goal for the show? 



2. What will happen if we achieve this goal? 

3. What will happen if we do not achieve this goal? 

Step Two: What are We Selling Today? 

Just as having multiple purposes makes it difficult to influence a trade 
show prospect to your booth, having multiple products and offers will 
confuse a prospect and therefore cause them to walk away from your 
booth.   

There must be a single focus for your trade show exhibit.  This is the one 
thing you most want people to remember after the show.  Your main reason 
for drawing people into the booth will be to learn about this particular 
topic.   

Note that “the one thing” is not necessarily a product or a piece of 
equipment.  It could be a capability or a unique characteristic about your 
company.  At ConAg in 2014, Kaman Industrial Technologies featured over 
seven million SKUs divided among seven product groups.  Attendees were 
invited into the booth to learn about Kaman’s capability: the ability to 
deliver any product a mine operator needed, in exactly the correct size and 
quantity, whenever and wherever he or she needed it.   

Similarly, at ProcureConMRO2018, SDI offered their “MRO as a Service” 
capability, but they featured their data analytics capability at the booth. 
Attendees were invited to offer their MRO data to SDI’s team, who would 
analyze the data and show how conflicts in the their stockroom, ordering, 
and accounts payable systems were causing duplicate purchasing, 
overpaying, and overspending.   

Questions to Ask: 
1. What is your feature product or service at this show? 

2. What does it do for the people who use it? 



3. Are there other similar products on the market?  

4. Why is this product different? Why should someone choose yours? 

5. What do people like about your product?   

6. What don’t people like about your product? 

Step Three:  Who Do We Want to Attract? 

It’s absolutely critical that you can identify who your ideal prospect is, and 
what he or she wants from your company.  Your entire trade show strategy 
will be founded on identifying this person and bringing him to your booth, 
so the more you understand about what he wants, the better you’ll be able 
to capture his attention.   

Cut right to what really matters to the person in the aisle.  As much as we’d 
like to think that “saving the company money” would be a convincing 
argument, what’s really important is how it affects the individual in the 
aisle.  If this person is in control of a budget under pressure, something 
that saves the company money will mean a lot to him.  If he sees “the 
budget” as another part of the corporate machine, there needs to be a more 
compelling reason for him to learn more about your product.  

Questions to Ask: 
1. What is your ideal prospect’s job title?   

2. What do they actually “do?” What are they responsible for, and how does 
your product affect the things they do for their company? 

3. Does this person actually use your product or service, or do they buy it 
for someone else to use? 

4. If they use your product or service, what do they like about your 
particular product, compared to every other option on the market? 



5. If they don’t use your product, but buy it for someone else to use, why 
should they choose to buy your product, rather than everyone else’s?   

6. What does this “really” do for the buyer? 

1. Does it affect their time? 

2. Does it affect their money? 

3. Does it affect their family?  

4. Does it affect their home? 

7. What does this “really” do for the end user? 
1. Does it affect their time? 

2. Does it affect their money? 

3. Does it affect their family?  

4. Does it affect their home? 

8. Why should someone work with your company, rather than all the other 
companies who do similar things? 

1. What do you do better than everyone else as a company? 

2. How do you do it better?   

3. Are there statistics that back up your claim?   

4. Do you have a unique process or program that makes your company 
different or better? 

Step Four: What’s In It For Them Right Now? 



 
Now that we’ve established what this person is going to get from working 
with your company, let’s establish what they’re going to get from visiting 
your trade show booth.   

Many times a company will have excellent equipment on display at a trade 
show, but there’s no compelling reason to come into the booth and look at 
it.  They have to have a very specific reason to come into the booth - right 
now - and engage with your sales team. 

For instance, a pump company might bring their lines of pumps to a show 
and display them in their booth.  Unfortunately, almost every other 
company will display their pumps as well.  It’s important that the people in 
the aisle understand what makes this company’s pumps better and what 
they should look for when they come into the booth and examine the 
equipment.  Otherwise, there’s no compelling reason to come into the booth 
and look at a pump that looks just like the dozens of other pumps on 
display at the show. 

Questions to Ask: 
1) What does the prospect get by coming into our booth? 

2) What do they want to learn about?  

3) What questions do they usually have? 

4) What questions do we want them to have? 

5) What do they need to understand about our product before they will buy 
it? 

6) How will we show them what they need to see? 

7) Can we demonstrate the product or a model of the product? 

8) Can we show a video of the product at work? 



9) Can we host a speech by one of our experts that expounds on the 
advantages of using our product? 

10)Will we have any “celebrity experts” like design engineers or industry 
experts in our booth? 

11)Can we address our clients’ unique situations in the booth?  Do we have 
enough staff to answer everyone’s question in depth, or would it be 
better to give a general answer and set up a follow up visit or call?  

Step Five: Why Should They Leave Us Their Contact Information? 

If it seems like there’s got to be a reason for everything, there is.  Once 
again, unless the prospect has a compelling reason to give you their 
contact information, they simply won’t.   

Gifts and drawings are one way to get people to give you their contact 
information, but in most cases these create huge lists of people who 
attended the show, rather than people who expressed interest in what your 
company had to offer.  

It’s better to have an info-product or lead magnet that the prospect really 
wants.  Checklists, planning guides, research and white papers, and papers 
explaining changes to industry regulations are always interesting.  
Anything that relates to how your prospect will use your product will work; 
ideally, it should be guide that helps them get the ultimate goal they want 
by using your product (ie: a guide for setting and sticking to priorities 
might be a good giveaway for a company selling time management 
software). 

Ideally, you can promise a follow up email or call from your company in 
exchange for an opt-in.  One of my clients offered a free consultation that 
involved a three-day, on-site visit and inspection of the prospect’s facility.  
Another client offered access to a program that reduced the wait time for a 
new pump from three weeks to 48 hours.   



People happily opted-in for what they perceived to be tremendous value, 
and - more importantly - they were looking forward to the follow up calls. 

People were happy to sign up for that!   

Questions to Ask: 
1) Do we have an info-product we can give away at the show? 

2) Do we have a valuable consultation we can offer? 

3) Do we have any upcoming products that the prospect would want to be 
aware of? 

4) Are there regulatory changes that our clients should be kept aware of? 

5) How can we provide continuing education to our client, so they want to 
hear from us? 

Step Six: How Do We Collect Lead Information? 

Seems simple enough - we’ll collect business cards from people we talk to, 
and we’ll scan their badges, and maybe we’ll have them fill out a form. 

Again, better to have one consistent method of collecting information that 
ensures every prospect’s presence in your booth gets recorded.  Generally 
speaking, anyone who comes into your booth to hear your presentation 
should get some kind of follow up contact - email, phone call, or personal 
visit - depending on your sales funnel processes.   

Lead retrieval systems change constantly, but here are a few tips for best 
results: 

1) Have at least one booth staffer responsible for the lead collection 
station at all times.  They may hand off the duty throughout the day, 



but always have one person who knows how to operate the badge 
scanner at the station and ready to scan badges.   

2) Have at least one badge scanner that scans everybody that comes 
into the booth to learn more.  If they’ve decided to come into the booth, 
they probably want the outcome you’re offering them.  Even if they’re 
an end-user and not the buyer themselves, they can be the “in” your 
salesmen need to connect with the decision maker.   

3) Have a second badge scanner for “hot prospects.”  Some people will 
spend extra time in the booth with your sales people, telling them about 
their specific situation.  Use the second scanner to record detailed 
information, as well as exactly which specific products this prospect 
would be particularly interested in.  Using a second scanner keeps this 
information separate, and it keeps the “scan everybody” device free to 
handle groups of prospects entering your booth at once. 

4) Keep notes, too.  Printing badge scan information and writing notes 
about which follow up information should be sent, who should follow up 
with the prospect, or any other relevant data is a good way to make sure 
you collect all the relevant data your prospects give you. At the end of 
each day, collect the slips, record the notes, and make sure the 
necessary actions are done.   

5)  Act Fast.  If possible, download the lead retrieval data at the close of 
each day, and schedule your automated follow up while you’re still at the 
show.  Leads cool down quickly: after 72 hours, the odds of a prospect 
returning your call drop to 50%, after 96 hours they drop to 25%, and 
after five days the call might as well be “cold.” 

Questions to Ask: 
1) Is there a lead retrieval system available at the show? 

2) How do we normally collect leads? 

3) How will we get people to the lead collection station? 



4) Who will operate the badge scanner or lead collection station? 

Step Seven:  How Do We Stop Traffic? 

Even though this is the final planning step, it’s actually the most critical 
part of your plan.  All of the work you’ve done so far is pointless if nobody 
stops at your trade show booth.   

Copywriter Dan Kennedy, in The Ultimate Sales Letter, pointed out that 
most marketers spend all their time on the message, and very little time on 
the envelope it’s delivered in.  He said the opposite would be better - spend 
the majority of their time making sure the letter looks interesting enough 
to get opened first, and then worry about the quality of the message you 
deliver.  After all, if the letter isn’t opened, the message is irrelevant. 

Simply letting people wander in as they pass by your booth seems like a 
natural strategy, but like everything else in this guide, people need a 
reason to stop at your booth and learn about what you have to offer.  If you 
don’t capture their attention and focus it on your booth, people will ignore 
you. 

According to Exhibit Surveys, live performers with product 
demonstrations have been the most powerful crowd stopper for over thirty 
years.  An engaging and entertaining performer who integrates your 
message into his performance will stop traffic in the aisle and then direct 
your ideal prospects into the booth to meet your team.  Repeating this 
process - stop traffic, integrate the business message, call prospects into 
the booth - three times an hour creates a constant stream of interested 
prospects flowing into your booth. 

Other attractions include: games and wheels of fortune, putting greens, 
race cars, exotic cars, live animals, and large stacks of giveaway items like 
t-shirts.   



Questions to Ask: 

1) How much traffic will be in the aisle during the show? 

2) How do we want people to enter the booth?  Is there a specific place? 

3) What will make people stop at our booth? 

4) Once we get them to stop at the booth, what will make them leave the 
aisle and enter our booth?  (See Step 4). 

Conclusion: 

We’re done?  Of course not.  There are all sorts of issues around booth 
selection, booth staffing, budgeting, travel, and transportation that will 
need to be resolved.  

However, handle those issues AFTER you’ve handled the critical elements 
in this planning guide.   

If you focus on the seven critical areas we’ve discussed in this guide, you’ll 
know what needs to get done and how it needs to get done.  The logistical 
components will naturally fall into place. 

Take the time to answer all the questions for yourself.  Not only will they 
empower you to be a more effective trade show exhibitor, they will also 
make you much more effective and efficient marketer.   

If you apply what’s in this guide, I guarantee you’ll multiply your booth 
traffic and qualified lead count dramatically. 

Looking forward to hearing of your success, 

Mike Duseberg 

www.TradeShowFunnel.com


