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1. Introduction 
Trade shows are described as physical 
demonstrations and offers by suppliers, 
distributors and related services on a 
certain place and the event brings 
together a given industry or discipline 
(Herbig, O'Hara & Palumbo 1997). 
Trade show is not the only name that 
can be used for this marketing event. 
Exhibition, Trade Fair and Convention 
are examples of other widely accepted 
definitions (Blythe, 2000; Herbig et al. 
1997).  

 

Blythe (2000) argues that trade shows 
are unique in the sense that they are an 
efficient and inexpensive way for 
companies to get in touch with a lot of 
potential customers. The participation in 
trade shows can also create 
opportunities to enter new unexplored 
markets and to acquire new customers 
(Herbig et al. 1997). Organisations 
emphasise the participation in trade 
show as an essential marketing activity 
and they dedicate much effort and a lot 
of recourses to do well at the 
exhibitions (Solberg Søilen, 2013, p. 
xiv).  

Abstract: 
The participation at a trade show is an effective and essential marketing activity for 
companies with the objective to enter new markets or acquire customers. The key to success 
in trade shows is to use different marketing techniques that can attract visitors and transform 
them into customers. Four main marketing techniques at trade shows are: Environmental 
aspects, social interactions, product availability and distribution of information. To get a 
notion about the most effective marketing techniques used at trade shows a questionnaire 
were developed. The respondents were supposed to rank which technique that had the highest 
positive influence on them. The findings of the survey suggest that the social interaction is 
the most effective marketing technique at trade shows. However, a low differentiation 
between the results and an overall positive approach from the respondents made it clear that it 
is hard to develop a superior marketing technique and the combination of all the techniques 
can possibly create the highest value for the visitors       
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Trade shows are valuable opportunities 
for companies to strengthen their 
marketing programs (Kerin & Cron, 
1987). The implementation of a trade 
show begins with preparatory planning 
and continues with the practical 
implementation. Pre-show activities 
involve follow-ups of what have been 
done previously (Gopalakrishna, Lilien, 
Williams, & Sequeira, 1995). To attract 
visitors when doing the implementation 
of trade shows, companies need to use 
different marketing strategies that 
require several techniques (Chu & Chiu, 
2013). The strategies include 
environmental, social, informational 
and functional techniques (Cobanoglu 
& Turaeva, 2014; Gottlieb et al. 2011; 
Bitner et al. 1994; O´Hara, 1993).  	     

Whitfield & Webber (2010) believes 
that the most important aspect in trade 
shows is the exchange between the 
visitors and the exhibitor who markets 
and offers the specific products. The 
objective for the exhibitor is to generate 
positive emotions about the product and 
the organisation he or her represents.  
Gottlieb et al. (2014) state that 
organisers and trade show marketers 
should change their perspective to the 
visitors point of view to have a 
knowledge about how to make an 
effective trade show. Whitfield & 
Webber (2010) emphasise that the 
scientific researches about trade shows 
are putting too much attention on the 
exhibitor. It is also valuable to take the 
visitors into the context and ask them 
about which exhibitor technique they 
value most. The objective of this 
research is to accomplish a picture of 

the most effective marketing techniques 
used by exhibitors at trade shows. The 
focus is set from visitors point of view 
and which marketing technique they 
believe is the most effective.        

2. Theoretic background  
Çobanoğlu & Turaeva (2014) highlights 
the importance of having a product 
available at a trade show. With an 
available product, it is easier for the 
exhibitor to give more detailed 
descriptions of the offered product. The 
exhibitor can for instance clearly show 
the attributes of the product, how to use 
it and give valuable answers to 
questions from the visitors. One main 
objective for visitors is to discover new 
products. They want to have a 
perception about the attributes of the 
discovered product and are therefore 
eager to test it practically (Gottleib et al.  
2014).         

Gottlieb et al. (2011) has the opinion 
that environmental aspects can affect 
visitors at trade shows. Exhibitors can 
customize sound effects, lightning, 
design and the spatial layout to generate 
a more inviting and positive 
environment that can lead to satisfied 
visitors at the trade show. Designing 
tools like video, product display and 
comfortable booth layout will also 
create positive responses from the 
visitors (Bello & Lothia, 1993). Bitner 
(1992) states that if you have a well-
made booth design you can satisfy the 
visitors and they will associate you with 
quality service. The author also lists the 
most important environmental factors a 
firm can control to influence customers. 
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Those are the ambient conditions, the 
spatial layout, the functionality and the 
symbols and artefacts.  

Gottlieb et al. (2011) suggest that 
visitors at trade shows highlight 
personal interactions and the quality of 
the personal service at a trade show 
influence the interest of making 
purchases and receiving information 
about the offered products. The 
exhibitor should have this in mind when 
he or her is performing the exhibition. 
Bitner et al. (1994) believes that 
companies should aim to be flawless 
when it comes to personal service. A 
mediocre customer service can harm the 
company in many ways. Poor service 
can create a bad reputation for the firm 
and a consequence of that are fewer 
interested customers. Service quality 
can also be connected to the distributors 
personal characteristics. Customers are 
seeking personalities that are empathic, 
reliable and responsive (Brady & 
Cronin, 2001). Tanner Jr (2000) 
emphasises the ability to network with 
various customers. You should see the 
opportunity to make discussions and 
exchanges with the customer, much like 
a sales meeting.           

O'Hara (1993) states that exhibitors at 
trade shows should be able to distribute 
detailed and specific information to 
visitors about their products and 
offerings. Visitors do not only see trade 
shows as an opportunity to consume 
products. Instead, they are also satisfied 
to discover new products and 
information about them. It is in that 
sense important that the exhibitor 

delivers up to date information and 
technical support (Blythe, 1999).   

3. Method 
The secondary sources have been used 
to make an introduction of the subject 
and to create the theoretic background 
the study is based on. The information 
has mostly been gathered from 
scientific databases like Scopus, Web of 
Science and Google Scholar. The book 
of Solberg Søilen (2013) has been a 
useful source of knowledge with the 
overall picture it provides of how a 
trade show works. The basic knowledge 
received from the book has also 
contributed to a more effective and 
efficient process of literature collection.  
 
The focus of the theoretic background 
was to find out what the general theory 
considers as the most effective 
marketing techniques at trade show. 
Four techniques were provided from the 
background: Environmental aspects, 
social interactions, product availability 
and distribution of information. The 
techniques were used as fundamental 
parts of the empirical study with the 
purpose to fulfil the objective of the 
research.   

The primary data was collected by a 
quantitative research survey trough 
Google Forms. Google Forms is 
convenient and manageable to use. 
There are also no maximum limits of 
participants in the surveys, which makes 
it possible to receive the 200 answers 
that was needed for the investigation. 
The downside of using Google Forms is 
the issue of making a natural transfer of 
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the completed questionnaire to statistic 
programs like for instance Excel.  That 
issue made it complicated and time-
consuming to produce the results.  

The questionnaire was sent to the 
respondents via Facebook and by email. 
This form of distribution enables the 
investigators to reach a large and wide 
selection of respondents in a relatively 
short time. The use of social media 
platforms like Facebook as a sample 
source is providing the researcher with 
general responses from a certain 
population. Those who answer may 
however not have the high level of 
knowledge and understanding about the 
studied subject that a more specialized 
sample selection has.  

A question in the questionnaire that 
asked whether the respondent had 
attended to a trade show was used to     
increase the connection between the 
chosen sample and exhibition activities. 
The answers of the respondents who 
answered yes to the question were 
included in the survey while the 
answers from those who answered no to 
the question were removed from the 
survey. Responses from a person with 
no experience of trade shows were not 
accepted as empirical data in the study. 
The disadvantage of using this approach 
to create a sample selection is the 
difficulty to calculate the reliability of 
the answers. The question to be asked is 
how much experience and how much 
knowledge the chosen respondents have 
about trade fair activities? One possible 
approach to create a more secure sample 
could be to physically attend to a trade 

show and personally get in touch with 
the respondents. The investigator will 
with this approach be sure of that the 
respondents have some sort of 
experience of trade shows. However, it 
was primarily the ability to reach a large 
and wide sample selection as well as a 
certain time pressure that determined 
the choice of this sample selection 
strategy. 

The questionnaire of the study is similar 
to a “Likert” survey. The respondents 
are provided with practical 
demonstrations of the four marketing 
techniques that have been developed 
with support of the theoretical 
background. They were supposed to 
grade how big positive impact the 
techniques have in a scale of one to 
five, where one is the lowest positive 
impact and five is the highest positive 
impact. A survey with few questions 
and fixed answers is preferable when 
the objective is to get as many answers 
as possible, because it is more likely 
that the respondents understand and 
have time to make this kind of survey. It 
will also be more convenient for the 
investigator to make comparisons and 
the analysis. In retrospect, it would have 
been advantageous to provide the 
respondents with a section in the survey 
where they had an opportunity to make 
their own comments. The respondents’ 
spontaneous thoughts and opinions 
about the subject could have been 
valuable aspects to take account of 
when doing the analysis and conclusion 
of the study. The choice of using 
numbers as possible answers in the 
survey can also be discussed afterwards. 
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The opportunity to have a neutral point 
with numbers as fixed answers 
disappears. It is also important to 
address the design of the response scale 
where the scale points only included 
positive aspects with the marketing 
techniques (lowest to highest positive 
impact). This type of design could 
possibly have been a contributing factor 
to the overall positive results of the 
survey.    

The empirical results were compiled 
separately into the four different 
marketing techniques. The result was 
also divided into a couple of under-
categories with the purpose enable a 
more in depth analysis. The categories 
were in addition to all the respondents: 
the age interval of 18-27 and 28-67, 
female respondents and male 
respondents. The comparison between 
them included values of mean, median 
and mode from the specific categories. 
The analysis of the study was performed 
with a comparison between the 
empirical result and the theoretic 
background. The analysis resulted in a 
conclusion of the study. Practical and 
theoretical implications were set and 
suggestions for future studies were 
developed.      

 4. Empirical data  
A total number of 204 answers was 
sampled in the survey. Three persons 
answered no to the question asking 
about if they had attended to a trade 
show. Their answers were being sorted 
out of the survey and were not 
countable as empirical data in the study. 
The total amount of qualified answers 

after the sortation was 201.   

The answers were equally distributed 
between the genders. 104 (51,7%) 
females and 97 (48,3%) males were 
participating in the survey.  

Age distribution 
 

 
The table shows that the age interval of 
18-27 has an amount of 92 (46%), 
which is nearly a majority of the total 
participation in the survey. The 
domination of this interval can create a 
possible bias that can influence the 
justification of the result in the study. 
There is a need of having this 
circumstance in mind when making 
conclusions to a general population. The 
other intervals are however evenly 
distributed with an average amount of 
18 per interval. 
 
The following part of the empirical data 
is divided into the practical 
demonstrations of the four main 
marketing techniques that were gathered 
from the theoretic background. 
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1. Environmental aspects 
  

“The exhibitors are using sound, 
display, or function as a marketing 

technique” 
 

 
 

The result shows that there is a general 
positive approach towards 
environmental marketing techniques 
from the respondents of the survey. A 
number of 124 (62%) individuals have 
given the two highest grades. This is 
however the part of the empirical study 
that has highest number of votes under 
the third grade with 26 (13%) votes. It 
also has the lowest mean value from all 
the respondents with 3,66.    

 

 

 

2. Social interactions 

“There is a possibility to network 
and have discussions with the 

exhibitors 

 
 

According to the result, social 
interaction is an effective marketing 
technique. This is indicated by an 
overall mean value of 4,13. 157 persons 
(78%) have graded the technique with 
either four or five. Five is the mode 
value in four of five of the measured 
categories. 9 (4%) persons were grading 
the technique under the third grade. 

 
 

 

 

 

  Mean Median  Mode 
All 3,66     4    4 
18-27 3,37     3    4 
28-67 3,89     4    4 
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3. Product availability  

“The product I am interested of is 
available and demonstrated at the 

trade show” 

 

	A majority of the respondents are 
positive towards the opportunity to have 
a demonstration of an available product 
at trade shows. 156 (78%) have graded 
the technique with at least the value of 
four. 11 (5%) persons have chosen to 
give one of the two lowest grades. 
Three of five categories are having the 
second highest mean value and the 
mode is on the fifth grade on three of 
five categories.    

	

	

	

 

4. Distribution of information 

 “I am receiving useful information 
from the exhibition” 

 

 

The respondents believe that the 
exchange of information is an effective 
marketing technique. More than half of 
the grades (135) are over number three 
and only 19 are under the same grade. 
Four of five categories have their 
second lowest mean value while the 
females are having 3,58, which is their 
lowest average grade in the survey.  
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All 3,80     4    4 
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5. Analysis 
The result of the empirical study shows 
that the ability to start social 
interactions with visitors as an exhibitor 
is the most effective marketing 
technique at trade shows. It can be 
indicated by the highest mean value in 
the survey and most responses in the 
grades of four and five. The result 
corresponds with the theory from a 
couple of the scholars in the theoretic 
background of the study. Gottlieb 
(2011) has the opinion that exhibitors 
should use the marketing technique of 
social interactions to influence visitors 
interest of making purchases and to 
enable them to be more educated about 
the offered product. The personal 
service from the exhibitor is due to 
Bitner et al. (1994) crucial for the 
participating company. The author even 
suggest that it is important to aim for a 
flawless personal service. Tanner Jr 
(2000) emphasises the ability to network 
and have discussions with various 
customers. An exhibitor should see the 
visitor as a participant in a sales meeting.  

It was only a marginally difference 
between the result of social interaction 
and product availability. The product 
availability technique did for instance 
only have a tenth lower mean value in 
comparison with the social interaction. 
The result justifies the effectiveness of 
having a product available for 
demonstration at trade shows. 
Cobanoglo & Turaeva (2014) and 
Gottleib et al. (2014) are also 
emphasising the product availability at 
trade shows. The scholars are describing 
the benefits of having an available 

product from both the exhibitors and the 
visitors’ perspective. Visitors are in 
general eager to disciver and test new 
products practically and it is easier for 
the exhibitor to give more detailed 
descriptions with an available product.  

There were also general positive 
responses from the participants towards 
the marketing techniques of the 
environmental aspects and the 
distribution of information. They were 
both having mean values over the 
number of three (3,66 and 3,80) and a 
majority of the respondents were 
grading them with either four or five. 
The positive approach from the 
respondents are in line with researchers 
in the theoretic background who believe 
that the environmental aspects or the 
distribution of information are effective 
marketing techniques. Exhibitors can 
according to Gottlieb et al. (2011) use 
sound, lightning, design and spatial 
layout to create a positive environment 
that can affect visitors. O´hara (1993) 
sees the ability to provide the detailed 
and specific information to the visitors 
as an essential asset for the exhibitors.            

When the empirical result of the study 
was divided into several under- 
categories some differences were shown 
between them. The most effective 
marketing technique justified by the 
mean values for the female and age 
interval of 28-67 were product 
availability unlike from the result for 
the whole group of respondents who 
proposed social interactions as the 
number one technique. There were also 
differences between the categories 
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about which of the techniques that had 
the lowest effectiveness. The males and 
age interval of 18-27 were like the 
whole group of respondents ranking the 
environmental aspects at the lowest 
position while the females and the age 
interval of 27-68 were having the 
delivering of information as the 
technique with the lowest positive 
impact.           

6. Conclusion  
A conclusion that can be adopted from 
the findings of the study is the 
significance for an exhibitor to make 
use of various marketing techniques. 
Which technique that is the most 
effective is however harder to 
determine. The social interaction 
between exhibitors and visitors is the 
most effective marketing technique in 
this study. The small margin of the 
result between the different techniques 
and the overall positive approach the 
respondents had towards all 
demonstrations of the survey can on the 
other hand show that the result is quite 
unstable. Other studies in different 
contexts will probably not show the 
exact same findings. The result of this 
study can however with this in mind 
suggest that it is hard to develop a 
marketing technique that is superior to 
other techniques. Exhibitors may 
require a combination of several 
marketing techniques to convey the 
greatest possible value for visitors at 
trade shows.        

 

 

7. Implication 
Trade show exhibitors can with the 
support of this research get a better 
insight and understanding about that the 
social interaction and exchange with the 
visitor is an important aspect of the 
trade show performance. The exhibitors 
can for instance develop their social 
competence with education of how to 
treat the visitors fairly. It is also of 
significance to make a demonstration of 
the offered product for the visitors. A 
final advice for the exhibitors are to not 
have their focus on one single 
marketing technique. They should 
instead look at the big picture and have 
a notion about that it is the combination 
of different marketing techniques that 
are creating value for the visitor.   

8. Future studies  
In this study, we have investigated 
about what exhibitors can do to affect 
visitors on trade shows. One other 
aspect that could be interesting to 
manage a research about is to 
investigate about the factors the 
exhibitors cannot control. How are the 
visitors affected by for instance their 
purchasing power or the general 
economic situation in the society?    
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