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	Observing the behavior of trade show attendees leads to some important insights into what works -- and what doesn't
The natives in Las Vegas call it "Geek Week." Fall Comdex is one of the biggest trade shows in North America, and as all the world's computer nerds descend upon the city, the price of hotel rooms goes up, airlines are overbooked, and everyone stands in line for meals, telephones, transportation, and bathrooms. The show itself is huge, noisy, and crowded. The plethora of stimuli is a 21st-century casbah, complete with hucksters, treasures, and enough exotica to tempt any taste, electronic or otherwise.

Comdex and similar gatherings across the country have become an increasingly important part of the marketing mix, and not just in the computer industry. Pundits use figures like $10 billion a year to describe the money American businesses spend on attending these events, and on designing, building, and transporting exhibits for them.

Because of the competition, the crowds, and a limited window of opportunity, the amount of time, money, and effort exhibitors invest in their trade show booths has skyrocketed. The pendulum has swung far from the fabric-draped table and space-frame mounted displays. Today's trade show booth can combine elements of theater, museum, and theme park. With so much at stake, designing a functional, effective exhibit space and staffing it with competent people is of paramount importance. How can companies be sure that they are making the most of the shows where they exhibit?

Several agencies have been in the trade show research business for decades. Exhibit Surveys in Red Bank, New Jersey, specializes in gathering information on the exhibit industry. Using various survey methods, it tracks trends, visitor profiles, and self-reported visits to different exhibits.

Innovative trade show managers have found ways to match the databases of trade show attendees with their own customer databases. Upjohn, for example, has linked doctors' exposure to its booths/exhibits to increased prescribing of Upjohn products. Phillip Kunze, retired exhibit manager for the Upjohn Company, now heads a small firm called Kunze.AZO in Kalamazoo, Michigan, specializing in trade show planning and research.

Our own New York City-based research and consulting company, Envirosell, specializes in analyzing shopping behavior and testing prototype stores, bank branches, and display systems, using a combination of videotape recording, customer observations, and database systems. Phil Kunze asked us to apply our methodology to his trade show exhibits, examining and critiquing them in the same way we would a store.

The core of our work is examining what people actually do in a trade show exhibit. The measurements we generate include: the incidence of visitors/staff interaction, average length of discussion, percentage of visitors taking collateral material and from where, average time spent in an exhibit, and in some cases how long visitors spend in each area of the exhibit. In regard to theatrical presentations (an increasingly popular vehicle), we record how long people watch, from where, and how that influences their next move. The level of detail we can generate is limited only by sample size and our client's wishes.

Much of what we have accomplished is to confirm and generate numerical indexes for a lot of the intuition that has driven many of the design changes in the industry. Just like retail stores, the job of managing and communicating with trade show exhibit visitors is a balancing act between design, operations, and programming. Just as the retail landscape is littered with beautifully designed stores that don't work, the trade show floor is filled with exhibits that must have sounded great in theory but are complete failures in reality. In the course of our research, we have observed several unfortunate pitfalls.

"I'm not an expert, but I play one at trade shows." Just as in any retail business, the nature of the first interaction at a trade show booth establishes the disposition for the balance of the visitor's experience. Yet, in an effort to save travel expenses and the valuable time of corporate staff, many companies hire local temporary help to assist in the booth. Some companies actually hire pretty actors and actresses as the front-line pitch persons. The role they play is that of someone who is knowledgeable about the product. Some actors are so good, they are mistaken for someone with actual product knowledge. Unfortunately, their level of knowledge regarding the product or business is rarely what it should be.

The trade show is a forum for manufacturer-customer interaction; the object of exhibiting is to reach and communicate with serious customers and prospects. Attracting the right audience is half the battle. If communication breaks down because an uninformed actor or temporary worker is placed in the position of answering questions, the battle is lost.

"Well, little lady, let me try to explain in a way that you'll understand." Even in the politically correct 1990s, the sexist stereotypes of the trade show/convention mentality prevail. Yet it is important to give female attendees attention and respect, especially in industries which are still dominated by men.

We know from our retail experience that women and men exhibit different shopping behaviors. Shopping behaviors may be divided into those motivated by entertainment needs and those based on the intention of making a purchase. For many durable products, the act of "info-fueling" is a critical component of the actual purchase. Women may wander through a clothing store to reaffirm their appreciation for the category without any intention of making a purchase. Men may visit a computer store to remain current on new products and for the pure fun of it. Some categories, such as books and music, generally have an equal appeal across gender lines. Others tend to be more gender-specific. Women (or men) found in an atypical environment -- a woman at Comdex, for example, or a man at a textiles show -- are more likely to be serious prospects and therefore are often a better investment in time and attention. Yet the level of service given to those gender groups in their respective atypical environments tends to be very inconsistent.

Cutting through the clutter. Presenting the right information in the right place is a difficult problem. One ongoing battle between sales and marketing is the amount and style of copy. Putting a 30-second message in a 10-second window of opportunity can defeat the entire communications effort. The same design that may be a very effective magazine advertisement will not necessarily make a great exhibit poster. Signage design and positioning should be guided by an understanding of the traffic flow on each aisle. The mental state and physical condition of the audience should also be taken into consideration. Visitors are in motion; they are constantly on their feet, tired, pressed for time, and distracted.

It's a two-way street. Today, shopping may be conveniently accomplished via the telephone, computer, or television. One of the reasons to venture out to a store or trade show is to physically see, touch, and use the product itself. Advertising that is created for mass media is intended to flow in one direction. The trade show is an opportunity for two-way communication and hands-on interaction.

The more the merrier? Not always. Exhibit strategy and design should be developed to fulfill specific objectives. If the purpose of exhibiting is to reach only serious customers, drawing huge crowds is counter-effective. Serious customers may be deterred, and time and energy are wasted on casual browsers. However, if presence at the show is intended to maximize exposure, then giveaways and entertainment might be the way to go. The choice between striving for quality and quantity in visitation has to be a conscious strategic decision.

Premature aging. Some years ago we evaluated a prototype store constructed by a leading trade show design firm in Chicago. I visited the store the week it opened to make arrangements for our research. On the surface, it was in impressive, well thought out, and organized retail space. When I returned two weeks later, I realized that something was wrong. The reason for my uneasiness was that they had put the store together with hook-and-loop fasteners like the ones made by Velcro. The design company had used its favorite trade show tool for everything from slate walls to shelving elements and displays. Hook-and-loop fasteners are quick to put up, and easy to take down. But after two weeks in place, each seam was starting to sag. Enough angles in the store were two or three degrees off to create an underlying feeling of sea sickness. A small detail, to be sure; but even the small details count.


