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DATA-DRIVEN EXHIBITOR SALES – Part II 

John M. Coe 

VP Business Development & Marketing Strategy 

 

[Part I was blogged last week and if you missed it, please email  me at 

johnc@directhitmarketing.com This Part II starts with Step 4, Lead Qualification] 

 

Overview:  [This section also appeared in Part I] 

The success of the trade show industry is dependent on two groups – attendees and 

exhibitors/sponsors.  Exhibit Surveys reports that, on average, 66% of the show’s revenue is 

derived from exhibit space, 19% from attendee fees and 12% from sponsorships.  Since the 

exhibitors are also the likely sponsors, 78% of the revenue is from the exhibitors. 

 

The exhibit and trade show industry is growing at a 2-3% rate in attendance and revenue which 

is slightly above the GNP.  While this growth may satisfy politicians, it never plays well at the 

senior executive level, in board meetings, with the stock market or venture capitalists where 

growth rates in the 5-10% range, if not higher, are expected.   

 

So the question is – how can trade show organizers move the revenue and profit needle 

beyond the slow growth 2-3% rate.  There are only two major financial areas to leverage as 

others categories are relatively fixed, such as the cost of the convention hall.  They are: 

 Cost of attendee acquisition 

 Revenue from exhibitors and sponsors   

 

Significant advances in attendee marketing have been achieved in the past 10-15 years, and now 

newer tactics of social media, retargeting and data analytics sit alongside the well proven 

advertising and direct marketing methods.  As digital marketing and email has supplanted much 

of the more expensive direct mail communications, we have seen the cost per attendee 

acquisition decrease to an average of $10 -$30 from past highs in the $35-50 range.   

 

With an increased usage of data analytics and digital marketing, this cost may well continue to 

modestly decline providing an additional small boost to the bottom line of organizers.  But there 

is only so much reduction in attendee marketing cost that is possible without decreasing 

attendance – the major benefit in attracting and retaining exhibitors. In fact, in some of our recent 
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analysis, we have found direct mail is making a comeback and actually producing a lower cost of 

acquisition to the surprise of many organizer marketing managers. 

Therefore, the main leverage to higher revenue and profit will come from the exhibitor side of 

the equation.  One option is to increase income from exhibit space, but recent efforts to do so 

have been met with exhibitor push-back, and only a 1-2% increase has been achieved, if any at 

all.  It’s unlikely this would contribute much incremental revenue even if an increase is accepted. 

 

The Unrealized Path to Revenue and Profit Increase 

To improve any B2B sales results the first issue is an examination of the sales overall process, 

and how it can be improved to sell and retain more customers. This focus on improving sales 

productivity is well underway in every B2B company, and it is recognized as one of the last 

frontiers for overall productivity improvement. In the trade show industry the opportunity is 

even greater as more leverage lies in improving sales productivity than many other types of 

B2B businesses.  Much like the airline industry – the last seats sold are almost pure profit, and 

similarly, the last exhibit space sold is also almost pure profit.   

 

Simply put, the fixed cost of holding a trade show and attracting attendees is not incrementally 

increased much no matter how many exhibitors participate as breakeven has already been 

achieved.  Thus, selling incremental exhibit space is the primary area to focus on for 

organizers to break out of the plodding 2-3% growth rate.  

 

The exhibitor sales process is currently very traditional, and done mostly by an inside sales 

staff and process that is typified as follows: 

 

 Meet with current exhibitors at the show and sign them up for the next one. 

 

 Find new potential exhibitors by bird-dogging competitive shows, industry magazines 

plus other sources, and contact them to determine interest to exhibit. 

 

 Field inbound inquiries and convert  to exhibitors 

 

At times, some face-to-face field calls are made, but these are generally restricted to large 

exhibitors and/or national accounts.  An exception is if the trade show is organized by a 

publication, then the advertising sales staff does make field calls, and sells a combination of both 

media and exhibiting to these firms. 
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This inside sales model, while relatively low cost compared to a field sales staff, has some 

serious dependencies that can make or break it.  They are: 

 

 The ability to hire, train and motivate an inside sales group – not an easy task even 

though many show mangers think it is! 

o Any turnover in staff puts a premium on this dependency as the only personal 

relationship with the organizer is disrupted.  

 

 A flow of targeted prospects and leads to make up for the 10-20% of exhibitors who do 

not return each year. 

o Most of the lost exhibitors are the smaller 10x10 booths and/or first year 

exhibitors, but it still represents a significant loss of revenue  

 

 The capability of each inside sales representative to find and sell their show to exhibitors. 

o  This capability varies greatly from rep-to-rep. as is true in all sales organizations. 

 

In our experience, each show has a similar sales process and model with some differences 

depending on size of the show and number of exhibitors.  Just adding more sales staff to a non-

productive sales model will not significantly increase sales, even though adding sales people is a 

very common answer to the need for higher sales.  The current process and model is in need 

of an overhaul if the industry is to achieve a 5-10%+ growth rate in revenue and profit.  

 

Developing a new trade show sales model: 

The best way to approach developing a new sales model is to first lay out what would be 

considered the B2B best practices from prospecting to customer loyalty.  Once this overall 

process is accepted, the current sales process should be compared to it and the gaps identified. 

Then an adoption of the most appropriate processes and procedures from these standards that 

make sense for your trade show’s specific sales situation need to be instituted.  

 

This new sales model is based on using today’s technology plus advanced marketing and sales 

methods as the core. Each organizer can then evaluate their current model against this backdrop 

as much has been written about it.  While it has taken on a few names, in general, it’s a data-

driven marketing model integrated with other well accepted best sales practices. 
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[Steps 1-3 appeared in Part I] 

 

4. Lead Qualification, Nurturing, Hand-off and Conversion 

Generating the initial lead/response is only the beginning of a complete process, and 

needs to be followed by four additional steps: 

 

 Lead qualification 

Not all responses to targeted communications or “leads” are equal – we all know 

this.  They vary from the “curious” to “ready to buy” and therefore, a 

qualification process needs to be performed before determining who is seriously 

interested to hand-off to sales.  Nothing turns a sales person off more than being 

given a lead that is not really interested in buying. One result of a poor 

qualification process is that future leads will not be taken seriously and not 

followed up properly.   

To avoid this problem, marketing needs to develop a qualification process and 

scoring criteria that identify qualified leads that are sales ready. This process is 

well documented, but does vary based on several different factors specific to each 

market and situation.  Needless to say, each organizer needs to develop a 

qualification process and criteria that fits. 

     

 Lead nurturing 

Those potential exhibitors who initially respond to well targeted lead generation 

communication break down into three general categories.  Industry averages of 

these categories are: 

Qualified leads – sales ready  10-20% 

Qualified leads – future   20-40% 

Not ever qualified   20-40% 

 

Assuming the qualification process identifies those leads that are qualified and 

will be passed to sales, there are two to four times more leads that need time and 

attention to become qualified.  The process to keep them interested and move to a 

qualification stage is lead nurturing, another well documented process. 

 

The primary communication strategy used for lead nurturing is “content 

marketing”.  By periodically providing information of value to those firms and 
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individuals who have expressed interest, you keep them engaged and build the 

relationship.  Studies have shown that for purchases of high value and importance 

as much as 18-24 months might well be required before a lead meets the 

qualified criteria and is ready to be passed to sales. 

 

 Sales hand-off and conversion 

Once the qualified lead is ready to be passed to sales for conversion, it is 

important that a hand-off procedure is established between marketing and sales.  

The following aspects of the hand-off process are recommended: 

o A personal introduction of the qualified lead to the sales person from the 

marketing resource who has been talking to the lead so the relationship 

continues.  This is typically handled by either a conference call, and in 

some special situations, a face-to-face sales call. 

 

o A complete description of the information and conversations that have 

taken place before the hand-off so the lead does not have to educate the 

sales person on past communications.  Hopefully, the CRM system can 

accommodate this information. 

 

o If no personal hand-off occurs then a formal acceptance of the lead by 

sales, and an agreed to time frame for the sales person to call the qualified 

lead once the hand-off is completed needs to be agreed to by all. 

 

o A feedback of results to marketing by sales so that adjustments in the 

qualification process and criteria are continually evaluated.  The system 

typically has several times for feedback – 1 week from hand-off, 1 month 

and at the time of either a sale or a hand-back.  

 

o A hand-back process if the lead does not meet sales qualification criteria 

(this is called sales qualified) so that the opportunity is not dropped and 

lost. At times situations change and the sales opportunity has changed.  

This process insures that the time and money invested in the lead is not 

lost due to sales dropping the contact.  In this case,the un-sold lead goes 

back into the nurturing process. 
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5. First Year Exhibitor On-boarding Program 

Many exhibitors participate in multiple shows, and know how to exhibit successfully.  On 

the other hand, some are relatively new or have only exhibited at a few shows.  If 

exhibiting does not produce expected results, it is likely they will not repeat, and the 

opportunity to develop a repeat exhibitor is lost.   

 

Several research studies have shown that when a firm makes a first purchase they are 

trying the product or service out, and this is true for trade shows. The lack of results from 

their first participation may not be your show’s fault, but rather the inability of the firm to 

exhibit successfully. Therefore when a first time exhibitor is sold, an on-boarding 

program is recommended. This program should include all the elements needed for 

successful exhibiting and can be delivered in webinars, eBooks, white papers or other 

formats. 

 

The logical organization of this onboarding program is: 

 Pre-show planning 

 Show participation 

 Post-show lead follow-up 

Most of the failure to capitalize on the show’s activity is the follow-up after the show to 

turn booth visitors into leads and then into sales.   

 

There are many resources to reference in developing an on-boarding program including 

Exhibitor Magazine and the vendors supplying the industry.  Also, this could be 

outsourced to firms who specialize in this type of program.  One of these firms is 

Competitive Edge founded and run by Jefferson Davis www.compedgetraining.com. 

 

6. Exhibitor Relationship and Loyalty Development 

Most exhibitors repeat each year if they conclude and/or can measure that a positive ROI 

has or will be achieved.  Financial results are certainly the most important aspect of the 

decision to repeat.  On the other hand, the development of a relationship with the 

organizer may be another strong reason exhibitors repeat as, even in B2B, we know that 

both emotional and rationale justifications drive decisions. 

 

Customer relationship building is the primary job of any sales staff, and it’s here that 

organizers encounter a problem based on the current structure, capacity and capability of 

http://www.compedgetraining.com/
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the inside sales group.  Several hurdles organizers face in deepening exhibitor 

relationships are:  

 

 With rare exception, the only face-to-face sales contact with exhibitors is made 

at the show, and is usually a sales push to sign up for next year.  Little, if any, 

relationship building occurs as this is a short transactional sales pitch.  In fact, 

this may be the first time an exhibitor actually meets their sales person. 

 

 The sales person is equally challenged at the show to build relationships, as they 

have many exhibitors to meet during this short 2-3 day period.  These meetings 

are brief and hopefully the key exhibitor contact is at the show and booth, which 

many times they are not. In fact, this is further compounded as there are 

multiple exhibitor decision makers and influencers, and most of them are not at 

the show so the opportunity to meet them face-to-face is absent.   

 Customer relationships are built over time and are based on a number of factors 

including trust, creditability, familiarity, fair value exchange and frequency of 

communications.  Trade shows are usually annual events, and have a sales cycle 

based on the timing of the show.  Therefore, the sales process is compressed, 

and focused on renewing the contract for the upcoming show, giving little time 

and attention to longer term relationship building.  In fact, months may go by 

without any communication to the exhibitor show manager and the multiple 

individuals who are responsible for approving the budget and show. 

 

 While most exhibitors repeat, a number of them do not for a variety of reasons 

including but not limited to: 

 

o Dissatisfaction with the results of the show vs. the expense of exhibiting.  

Many times this is a delayed decision, as the leads generated at the show 

will take time to materialize into sales.  In fact, for complex sales the 

sales cycle may even extend beyond the next show, and therefore is not 

able to be included in the assessment of results. 

 

o Competitive shows selling hard to steal away the exhibitor.  At times 

these shows offer enhanced value and/or deals to pry away the exhibitor. 
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o New technology stacks that generate either better or lower cost leads 

without even going to trade shows. In fact, last year I attended a session 

where a VP of marketing bragged that his new technology stack of 9 

marketing software systems not only was paid for by replacing the need 

to exhibit at shows, but produced better leads as well. 

 

o Budget and/or business issues which cause a reduction in the number of 

shows exhibited at each year – the average number of shows for a larger 

company is 10 per year.  Some of these reasons are out of the control of 

the organizer, such as a merger or bankruptcy, but others are not. 

 

The point is that without a strong and dynamic relationship with the exhibitor, the 

decision to not repeat is all too often made without any conversation or warning 

and once done, almost impossible to reverse. 

 

So what’s the solution?  Frankly, it’s not an easy one as its highly unlikely and/or 

justified that organizers will significantly change the sales model to include expensive 

field sales calls – the best relationship building tactic.  But, not all is lost as a rethinking 

of the sales coverage model that injects a significant dose of marketing communications 

will go a long way to increase exhibitor relationships and retention. 

 

This type of sales coverage model is being used by many B2B organizations now as a 

method to increase sales productivity and build customer relationships, and there is 

absolutely no reason it won’t work for organizers.  It rests on three pillars: 

 

1.  A database of all the decision makers and influencers for each exhibitor 

identified by both title and function.  For larger companies there may be as many as 

7-10 contacts and for smaller companies 1-3 contacts.  The accuracy of this database 

is important, as individuals change jobs or leave the firm at a surprisingly high rate.  

 

2.  A content marketing plan that speaks with relevancy to each function within 

exhibitors.  The content is not only about the show but includes other valuable 

messages, tips and techniques for successful show participation.  
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3.  A blended contact strategy that integrates mail, email, phone and the already 

limited face-to-face calls into a sequence and frequency that is appropriate.  

Obviously show managers will receive more communications than the CFO. 

 

There are two major advantages to this sales model and they are: 

 Increased sales productivity as not all communications need be initiated and/or 

developed by the inside sales group and they can focus on higher level 

opportunities and large exhibitors. 

 

 Improvement of the relationship between exhibitor, organizer and the sales 

person.  One of the serious sales management issues is when you lose a sales 

person the exhibitor then feels no relationship exists as all communications were 

with the sales person.  This coverage model will help keep the relationship. 

 

The result will be an increase in exhibitor relationships and loyalty leading to a higher 

retention rate and lifetime value. 

 

7. Key Account Selling 

Key account selling has been a staple of sales organizations since the beginning of time. 

Large and important accounts are where the rewards are in terms of revenue, profit and 

sales commission.  Any good sales person concentrates on key accounts (sometimes 

referred to as strategic accounts).  The old Pareto 80/20 rule was written primarily around 

key account selling – 80% of the business comes from 20% of the accounts. 

 

While the primary responsibility of key accounts rests with sales people, a recent trend is 

to have marketing play an increasing role in combination with sales.  This is being termed 

Account Based Marketing (ABM), and is a hot topic today.  In essence, the game plan 

is to have marketing also focus on the key accounts vs. a broad market. By teaming up, 

marketing and sales share the same objectives and goals. 

 

Key account selling or ABM works well in the trade show industry, but few organizers 

seem to be adopting it due to holding on to the traditional sales model and/or lack of 

marketing capabilities.  Three ABM opportunities exist for organizers.  

 Keeping and expanding large exhibitors for a standalone show. 
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 Selling across shows if the organizer has more than one and the exhibitors 

participate in several. 

 Develops a strategic advantage vs. competing shows who do not adopt ABM. 

 

There are now books, webinars, white papers and even conferences on ABM, and      

they all boil down to a few common principals and pay-offs and some are: 

 ABM creates the long sought after integration of marketing and sales. 

 Sales people are trained for key account management.   

o The Strategic Account Management Association holds such training and 

conferences www.strategicaccounts.org .  

 A shared responsibility and compensation system is structured. 

 An in-depth database is built and maintained on not only contacts but also 

business intelligence specific to the account and industry. 

 Content marketing is playing a leading role in the ongoing communications. 

 It aligns budget allocation and priorities  

 Not all key accounts are large as an assessment of potential is also a factor. 

 

It’s time for organizers to rethink their approach to key accounts. 

 

To Sum Up 

This white paper is long enough, so I’ll make summing up short and sweet.   

 

Simply put, trade show and event organizers that rely on exhibitors/sponsors for the 

majority of their revenue need to change their selling model.  Why?   

 

Here are 7 reasons (There may be more depending on each show’s situation): 

 

1. Exhibitor revenue represents 80% of income while only consuming 20% or less of the 

marketing resource and budget.  That does not make sense and a new balance needs to be 

developed! 

 

2. Incremental sales to new and current exhibitors is highly profitable – almost pure profit! 

 

3. This profit provides growth above the staid 2-3% rate assuming that is even achieved. 

 

http://www.strategicaccounts.org/
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4. Exhibitors are decaying in increasing numbers for a variety of reasons and retention is 

critical to show success. 

 

5. Sales staff retention will increase as they will be more successful 

 

6. Competing for show dollars is becoming much harder and not just against other shows, 

but lead generation technology as well. 

 

7. Early adoption of this new selling model will gain a long-term competitive advantage for 

the show organizer. 

 

Now it’s up to you to reap the benefits of this new data driven exhibitor sales model. 

 

John M. Coe 

John has partnered with Direct Hit Marketing and is responsible for adding new trade show 

clients and thought leadership.  John is also Co-Founder and Partner of B2BMarketing.com.  His 

background includes experience in both sales and marketing.  On the sales side, John was a field 

salesman, national sales manager and executive in charge of both sales and marketing for three 

major B2B firms.  On the marketing side, he was president of a B2B direct marketing agency for 

10 years, was National Campaign Manager at IBM, Sr. VP of B2B at Rapp Collins Worldwide 

and President of Protocol B2B.  John is also the author of The Fundamentals of Business-to-

Business Sales & Marketing, published by McGraw-Hill. John’s next book co-authored with 

Steve Juedes, President of DHM is titled Data-Driven Trade Show Marketing & Sales for 

Organizers and Exhibitors is due for publication in 2017. He can be reached at 

johnc@directhitmarketing.com  or by phone at 602-402-6588. 

 

 

Direct Hit Marketing 

Direct Hit Marketing (DHM) based in Longmont, CO has been providing data analytics to the 

trade show industry for 24 years with its 360 Registration Data Analytics Program™.  This 

data service starts with the show’s registration data and combines it with the targeted mail, email 

and phone communications that were used to drive registration, and returns to the organizer up to 

21 reports of what worked and what did not.  DHM offers other data services to organizers and 

for a full description of these go to www.DirectHitMarketing.com  
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