Making an exhibition of yourself
Exhibitions can provide an ideal opportunity to put a business on the map. They can also be a very expensive mistake. Here’s some advice on the right way to get your show on the road.

Three seconds is all you have. In the time it takes to read this paragraph, a potential customer will look at your stand, ask themselves whether or not it is worth a visit, and if the answer is no, pass on by to your competitor. 

This is undoubtedly what happens to many people at exhibitions. And these are the people who will dismiss attending exhibitions as a waste of time and money.   
But exhibitions can also provide an unrivalled opportunity to boost a business.  Research shows that around 80% of visitors to exhibitions have a real influence on their company’s purchasing decision. They’re there to buy, and they are in the mood to spend. An exhibition gives companies the perfect opportunity to let potential customers see touch and smell a product - to experience for themselves its advantages over competitive ranges. Exhibitions also provide a rare chance to gather large numbers of potential customers under one roof, which can save the cost and effort of making sales visits. As part of a wider marketing mix, they can be a powerful weapon. 
But to make the best of an exhibition, it is important to plan and manage the project carefully. Going to exhibitions is not cheap, and the decision to splash out on a stand at a trade show will put a substantial dent in the market budget of most small businesses. It is vital to squeeze every ounce of value out of this investment.
Firstly you need to know what you want to achieve from the exhibition. You may want to demonstrate a new product, raise awareness of your brand or recruit staff. You may want to collect sales leads and build a mailing list. 
Then you need to decide which exhibitions will be the best suited to your purpose  – a small targeted exhibition may provide better value than a larger event. It’s not necessary to attend an exhibition just because your competitors will be there, but if there is a particular event in your industry that creates a real buzz, it may be wise not to miss it.  

Once you’ve booked a stand, check that vital services such as electricity are provided. You may go for a basic ‘shell’ stand, or you may feel that a professionally designed stand will have a greater impact. If you plan to exhibit regularly, a stand that can be dismantled and re-used may be a cost-effective solution. 

A stand must be eye-catching, but it shouldn’t be too wacky or obscure. Keep it simple and focus on a central theme. If floor space is limited and you can’t go out, consider going up – extra height can create a real wow-factor. Allow enough space for visitors, but don’t create uncomfortably large open spaces. Avoid building a fortress – walls and raised floors can be useful to screen out time wasters, but they can also be off-putting to the genuine customer. 
Before the show, make sure your customers know that you will be there and invite them to your stand. Use every opportunity – from flashes on your headed paper to a message on your call-waiting system - to remind them of your attendance. The exhibition organiser may provide complementary tickets for you to give to your top prospects. Make the best of any promotional activity surrounding the event and let the organiser have your details, logo and pictures for use in the show guide. Tell them about any special events such as competitions or celebrity visits. 
Trade publications and web sites will be running features on the show – make sure you send them a press release to say you’ll be there. Journalists want information in an electronic format they can quickly turn into copy - corporate brochures get pulled out of press packs and dumped so save these for customers.

Give people a good reason to visit the stand. Providing cups of coffee or glasses of can be a good way to tempt passers-by, but make sure that the stand isn’t treated as the exhibition café and keep people moving through. Making the experience fun will be more effective than any aggressive selling techniques. Mothercare allowed visitors to road test buggies over a variety of surfaces at the Baby Show, while Aquascutum Corporate Gifts set up a competition at a recent exhibition in which clients competed against each other using silver chess and backgammon sets.    
The right number of staff is essential – too few and you won’t be able to welcome visitors properly, but too many can be intimidating. Staff hovering with folded arms at the edge of the stand look like bouncers and will repel visitors with the same efficiency. Eating, drinking, gossiping and talking on mobiles should be discouraged – schedule breaks for these activities. Appoint a stand manager to take responsibility for details such as topping up literature shelves and providing refreshments.   

Be prepared for a variety of visitors. It’s a good idea to have one technical expert, one sales expert and a member of staff trained to handle enquiries from the press on the stand. Whoever staffs the exhibition make sure they want to be there and are the kind of people who will enjoy the contact – exhibitions are not the place for the company misery, no matter how much they know about your new range of widgets. Attending an exhibition should be seen as an honour and not a chore. 
Establish a simple method of recording information about those who visit the stand. No one reads the huge piles of paper they take home from exhibitions, so collect addresses send any brochures on after the event. But do give a business card to everyone who drops by. 

Around three quarters of exhibitors do not follow up on leads generated at exhibitions – make sure that all contacts made at the show have are put to good use after the event. Prioritising leads and separating those who are ready to buy from those who are at an earlier stage will mean that hot leads are not allowed to cool. It might be sensible to have a draft mailer prepared so that these can be dispatched swiftly after the event. Consider mailing to others who came to the show but did not visit your stand – the organiser may be able to sell you a list. 

After the event take time to reflect on what did and didn’t work. It may be a while before all leads are converted into sales, but if you have come away from the show with a contacts file bulging with potential new customers, write out a cheque for next year’s event straight away.  
