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By Nancy Drapeau, PRC, Research Director, Center for Exhibition Industry Research (CEIR) 

 

In early 2011 the discussion of the day focused on the health of the business-to-business exhibition industry as a 

marketing medium, whether it was poised for radical disruption by digital alternatives and whether the Great Recession 

would hasten the inevitable downward spiral and ceding to the virtual realm. 

 

A year and half later, as an uneven economic recovery takes hold and two major studies having been completed, CEIR’s 

Changing Environment of Exhibitions and CEIR’s The Spend Decision: Analyzing How Exhibits Fit into the Overall 

Marketing Budget as well as the release of the 2012 CEIR Index Report, data points to an exhibition industry in recovery, 

that the business-to-business exhibition medium is alive and poised for growth, albeit perhaps not as robust as the 

previous economic recovery. 

 

Study findings indicate that digital marketing is complementary rather than competitive to in-person, face-to-face 

exhibitions. Exhibition organizers are experimenting with how to integrate this medium into their marketing and content 

offerings, and this clearly should continue given the anticipated growing use of digital media. At the same time, 

organizers need to remember that the in-person exhibition itself has unique, intrinsic value not replaceable by the digital 

alternative.    

 

This white paper highlights key findings from CEIR studies which support the assertions of the health, and anticipated 

growth of business-to-business exhibitions in the near term future. It also provides key factors and characteristics of 

exhibitions to which exhibitors assign high value and commitment to participate, insights for executives to keep in mind 

when conducting strategic planning for their exhibitions. 

 

It is important to note that this white paper does not include insights from the attendee perspective. Two CEIR research 

initiatives are slated for 2012 which will provide insights from this perspective. The Value of Face–to-Face Interaction 

Study, last done in 2002 is currently being conducted. Results from this study, scheduled for release this summer, will 

highlight specific face-to-face interactions valued by attendees and exhibitors in the exhibition setting. A second study, 

to be conducted in the second half of this year, will evaluate What Attendees Want from Trade Exhibitions. 
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CEIR Study Findings Pointing to Health of the Industry & Complementary Relationship 

with Digital 
 

 

 

 

 

 

In the Changing Environment of Exhibitions study, the 

proliferation of marketing tactics is documented 

among companies that participate in business-to-

business exhibitions. At the same time, from the 

listing of 20 possible marketing, communications and 

sales tactics, business-to-business exhibitions rises to 

second ranking as a primary marketing tactic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What is more important to point out 

are expectations for the near term 

future. Most executives identifying 

business-to-business exhibitions as 

a primary tactic indicate they will 

use business-to-business exhibitions 

at the same level (64%) or increase 

usage (19%) in the next several 

years. 

 

This result indicates that business-

to-business exhibitions will thrive 

even as marketers plan to increase 

use of newer digital tactics. 

 

 

 

 

Marketing Communications/Sales Tactic Primary Methods Used Today

N=298

Company website 83%

Exhibiting at business-to-business exhibitions 76%

In-person visits to existing customers 75%

In-person visits to prospective customers 73%

Direct e-mail 58%

Telephone calls to existing customers 57%

Telephone calls to prospective customers 54%

In-person corporate events (seminars, road shows, etc.) 52%

Social media outlets 49%

Print advertisements 46%

Public relations 42%

E-newsletters 39%

Online advertisements/E-media 38%

Sponsorships 36%

Online meetings/forums 28%

Exhibiting at business-to-consumer exhibitions 27%

Direct mail in general 22%

Direct mail that drives traffic to an online location 22%

Mobile devices 20%

Other 2%
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The Spend Decision: Analyzing How 

Exhibits Fit into the Overall Marketing 

Budget provides further insight into 

how marketers that participate in 

business-to-business exhibitions are 

allocating their finite marketing dollars. 

 

Considering the results of the Changing 

Environment of Exhibitions study which 

documents extensive use of a wide 

array of tactics, of note was the finding  

that business-to-business exhibiting 

continues to be the marketing channel 

receiving the largest share of 

marketing dollars. On average, 35.8% 

of the 2008 marketing budget was 

allocated to business-to-business 

exhibitions and 33.9% in 2009.  

 

At the same time that the percentage allocation to this channel has increased, 2011 median spending per exhibition is 

stagnant, declining slightly to $17,708 in 2011 compared to $18,500 in 2009. 

 

These results taken together imply that marketing budgets have shrunk, no surprise given the Great Recession. It is a 

powerful vote-of-confidence on the part of marketers to allocate these scarce dollars to business-to-business 

exhibitions.  

CEIR INDEX AFFIRMS REBOUND IS IN PLAY 
The CEIR Index results for 2011 are in, and this 

report affirms the rebound anticipated in the 

CEIR Index forecasts and Changing Environment 

of Exhibitions study results has begun. 

Despite tepid growth in the general economy, 

the overall exhibition industry began a recovery 

in 2011. The overall CEIR Index grew 2.7%, the 

first increase since 2007. The rebound was in line 

with expectations, as it was only 0.3 percentage 

point higher than forecast. Each metric saw 

positive growth. Net Square Feet (NSF) grew 

2.7%, the number of Exhibitors increased 2.3%, 

the number of Attendees increased 3.4%, and 

Real Revenues grew 2.3%. Since the number of 

attendees tends to be a leading indicator, strong growth in that area is a positive sign for the industry going forward. 
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2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

NSF EXH ATT

REV Total

2008 2009 2010 2011

N=173 N=155 N=222 N=220

Business-to-business exhibiting 35.8% 33.9% 40.2% 39.2%

Trade online marketing (website, SEO, etc.) 8.3% 10.0%   7.1% 7.6%

Trade magazine advertising 11.1% 9.7% 11.3% 10.5%

General online marketing (website, SEO, etc.) 6.5% 9.0% 6.2% 7.0%

Trade email marketing 4.5% 6.0% 4.2% 4.7%

Direct mail 4.7% 4.9% 4.2% 4.0%

General event sponsorships 4.9% 4.4% 5.6% 6.1%

Corporate event exhibiting 3.8% 4.1% 4.4% 4.7%

General print advertising 4.9% 3.9% 4.2% 4.1%

Business-to-consumer exhibiting 4.1% 3.2% 4.7% 4.4%

Telemarketing 2.3% 2.2%   1.1% 1.3%

General broadcast/cable advertising 2.4% 2.0% 1.3% 1.3%

Other 6.7% 6.9% 5.7% 5.2%

Estimated Percentage Allocation of Marketing Spend by Channel

Gray shading signifies a statistically significant difference compared to 2009, meaning there is a 95% likelihood this difference is 

true rather than due to chance.
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WHAT IS AT THE CORE OF THE RESILIENCY OF EXHIBITIONS 
 

The staying power of exhibitions is fascinating, especially in an economic recovery that has been a disappointment and 

when the array of marketing tactics has expanded substantially.  

 

To exhibition organizers wishing to use a few guide posts when conducting strategic planning and reflecting on how to 

adjust event content and marketing moving forward, several key findings from the CEIR studies are evidenced. 

 

The bottom line overall insight from these studies is that business-to-business exhibitions are highly valued, their use is 

not waning but plays a key role, where an event delivers what exhibitors are looking to achieve. Results suggest the 

importance of focusing on the fundamentals of delivering a quality audience, managing exhibitor expectations and 

delivering on promises. 

 

 

Marketing executives in the 
Changing Environment of 
Exhibitions study were asked to 
identify what they found unique 
about exhibitions. They had the 
choice of indicating they found 
no unique value of exhibitions, 
when compared to other 
marketing and sales channels. 
 
Instead, almost all executives, 99 
percent, identified what they felt 
is unique. 
 
The KEY VALUE PROPOSITION of 
an exhibition is the chance to see 
a critical mass of existing and 
prospective customers over a 
short-period of time. It is a more 
time and cost-efficient way to 
connect and interact, face-to-
face with one’s target audiences. 
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None of the above, exhibitions do not offer a 
unique value

Other

Attendees can provide more and better feedback 
on product or service performance

Is more time and cost-effective than sales calls or 
visits

Chance for prospects and customers to interact, 
experience one’s products or services

Ability to interact with colleagues, exchange 
ideas, develop strategies, etc.

Ability to keep track of competitors and their 
products or services

Opportunity to demonstrate new and existing 
products or services

Ability to meet with a wide variety of players face-
to-face; customers, suppliers, etc.

Face-to-face meetings with prospects and 
customers (relationship building)

Ability to see a large number of prospects and 
customers over a short period of time

% of Total Respondents, N=298

QUESTION TO EXHIBITION ORGANIZERS: What is the ‘critical mass’ of attendance your event 

needs to deliver to be unique relative to other marketing and sales alternatives, to make it a 

‘must participate’ for exhibitors? 
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The quality of attendance is by far the 

most important aspect of an event to 

obsess over. Only promise what an 

event can deliver. It will impact 

perceived or real ROI, positive word-of-

mouth, reputation and ultimately 

retention and recruitment of exhibitors. 

 

 

Exhibitors are focused on participating 

in events that are in line with their 

corporate objectives. A consultative 

sales approach is essential, 

communicating how exhibiting fulfills or 

is in alignment with what a company is 

striving to achieve in its marketing and 

sales efforts. 

 

 

 

Business-to-business exhibitions are highly 

valued for helping companies achieve their 

high priority marketing objectives, with 

building brand awareness the most 

prevalent objective in today’s fiercely 

competitive markets. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

• High quality attendance (84%) 

• Favorable ROI (54%) 

• Positive Past Performance 
(50%) 

Most Important 
Factors When 

Deciding to 
Exhibit or 

Expand Booth 

•Reputation: must attend or 
important 

•Aligned with company objectives 

•Positive past experience 

•Need to reach target markets 

•Support marketing expansion 
efforts 

Anecdotal 
Reasons for 
Exhibiting or 

Expanding 
Booth  
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63% 63%
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Marketing Objectives

QUESTION TO EXHIBITION ORGANIZERS:  

 

What marketing and content offerings 

beyond the booth give exhibitors a 

platform at your event to showcase 

products and services? 

 

Does your event strive to be a partner to 

exhibitors in helping them achieve their 

integrated marketing objectives? 
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Companies assign high value to using 
exhibitions for lead generation and 
for engagement efforts relating to 
sales. 
 

 

STRATEGIC PLANNING CONSIDERATIONS 
 

With the question of the viability of exhibitions less of a concern for the short term, the focus is better placed on 

assuring that the core offerings of an exhibition are the best they can be and are well-positioned in the markets they 

serve, to enhance the chances of maximizing growth as markets rebound. 

 

 Understanding the market conditions of the sectors served and seizing the opportunities they present and 

implementing defensive tactics where there are threats (e.g., take advantage of companies looking for access to 

the North American market and niches in high growth mode, stimulate innovation in sectors that are mature, 

grow the exhibitor base in categories where new niches are forming or experiencing expansion, replace niches 

that have shrunk or withered, contain costs of events in sectors where recovery is still lackluster, etc.) 

 Understanding the image of one’s exhibition – reputation, positioning relative to the competition (other 

exhibitions, other face-to-face a marketing alternatives, other marketing and sales options including digital 

offerings in one’s sectors) 

 Assuring one’s exhibition is in line with exhibitor and attendee wants and preferences in terms of content, 

marketing approach and integrating digital marketing and content offerings to the extent that make sense for 

target exhibitor and attendee audiences. 
 

For direct access to cited CEIR reports, go to: 
Changing Environment of Exhibitions 

The Spend Decision: Analyzing How Exhibits Fit into 

the Overall Marketing Budget 

2012 CEIR INDEX 
 

Help support CEIR research! Make a contribution to 
the Exhibition Industry Foundation at: 
www.exhibitionfoundation.org 
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Sales Objectives

QUESTION TO EXHIBITION ORGANIZERS:  

 

What content and support services does 

your event provide to help position 

exhibitors for success in generating leads 

and implementing successful 

engagement efforts?  

 

Does your event offer exhibitor training 

programs on these topics and other 

guidance on pre-show planning, onsite 

efforts and post-show follow-up efforts? 

 

http://www.ceir.org/store_products.view.php?id=2485
http://www2.nmgcertifiedmail.com/iaee/main/index.php?action=t&tag=store_products.view.phpid%3D2486&id=9587&viewers_email=joycemckee@letstalktradeshows.com&dest=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ceir.org%2Fstore_products.view.php%3Fid%3D2486
http://www2.nmgcertifiedmail.com/iaee/main/index.php?action=t&tag=store_products.view.phpid%3D2486&id=9587&viewers_email=joycemckee@letstalktradeshows.com&dest=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.ceir.org%2Fstore_products.view.php%3Fid%3D2486
http://www.ceir.org/store_products.view.php?id=2495
http://www.exhibitionfoundation.org/

