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What Trade Shows and Conferences Will 
Look Like in Five Years
By Michelle Bruno

Even the savviest experts are loath to make 
precise five-year forecasts for the exhibition and 

conference industry. During a time when economic, 
environmental and technological forces have 
converged simultaneously to force the industry to 
do business differently, exhibition organizers and 
suppliers are scrambling to make sense of the rapid 
changes and regroup for the future without the historic 
or predictive tools of the past. Although the devices, 
platforms and systems will evolve, some high level 
themes are emerging that will guide organizations 
toward success over the next five years. 

Brevity

As the result of emerging social media practices, the 
proliferation of information and the time deficiency 
suffered by most business professionals, face-to-face 
conference sessions of the future will be shorter in 
length and serve up high-level ideas that will be further 
developed during extended networking sessions. At 
BlogWorld 2009, for example, “lighting round” sessions 
of 30 minutes each were held. During the annual TED 
Conference, speakers are limited to 18 minutes per 
presentation. Small groups gather monthly around the 
world on “Pecha Kucha” Nights to hear presentations 
that are exactly 6 minutes and 40 seconds in length. 

Convergence

Access to information will converge as the result of 
collaboration across shared platforms. For example, 
registration, housing, lead retrieval, social networking, 
lead follow-up, customer relationship management 

(CRM) and completion of the sale will be available 
through a single online portal. Exhibitors will be able 
to access all show services with a single password 
and event managers will receive up to the minute 
information such as registrations, room pick-up, booth 
sales and financial forecasts through customizable 
executive dashboards.

Frequency

Exhibition organizers will transition their roles from 
marketers to educators. In that context, they will 
be compelled to deliver information year round. 
“Increasingly electronic mechanisms will connect us 
between shows and we will be going to electronic 
shows in between physical shows,” says RD Whitney, 
CEO of Tarsus Online Media (USA) at London-based 
Tarsus Group plc. As a result of the increase in 
frequency, conferences and exhibitions will decrease in 
attendance and size, as smaller, more frequent face-to-
face meetings coupled with virtual information delivery 
systems and networking platforms become the norm.

Bob Roan, a social media community manager and 
founder of Knowledge Flows, elaborates on the 
importance of frequent, smaller meetings. “Face-to-
face encounters excel in the field of tacit, as opposed 
to explicit, knowledge and that’s the area in which 
I see them concentrating. We’ll learn a lot from the 
Internet and exchange ideas and thoughts in our 
online communities, but when we put it all together 
we’ll accomplish more in person.
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Hotel companies, attractions and entrepreneurs all continue opening 
new projects in Orlando’s Convention Center district:

•  1,400-room Hilton Orlando near the Orange County Convention 
Center opened last month. It connects to the Convention Center via 
covered walkway.

•  New dining comes to the Pointe Orlando complex, within walking 
distance of the Center: Cuba Libre Restaurant & Rum Bar, Cuban 
cuisine.

•  Coming soon: Peabody Orlando 750-room expansion, connecting to 
the Convention Center via covered walkway.

Also, the “Wizarding World of Harry Potter” is scheduled to open at
Universal Orlando's Islands of Adventure in Spring, 2010. For more
information on this attraction visit www.universalorlando.com.

For other information, contact the Orlando CVB at (800) 662-2825
or the Orange County Convention Center at (800) 345-9845.
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However, the need to keep up to date in our fields 
means we can’t wait a whole year for those meetings 
to make sense of all we’ve been doing online. This 
will result in smaller, more frequent, local ‘meetups’ of 
different sizes throughout the year,” he says.

Multi-Channel Delivery

Attendees will network, receive information about 
new products and learn new competencies in a 
variety of ways again signaling the convergence 
of virtual and real life experiences. Brian Slawin, 
president of Panamedia and BusyEvent, a social 
event bookmarking application, offers an analogy. 
“[Exhibitions] are like a baseball game. There will be a 
group that goes to the game because they want the hot 
dog and the beer. Another group wants to watch the 
game at home. Another group will listen on radio. We 
don’t think that selecting one or the other is the right 
approach. [Organizers] should use all of the outlets. 
They need to provide a virtual experience for those 
that can’t attend the physical event and then create 
interaction between those on site and off site,” he says.

The blending of virtual and physical events presents 
opportunities for exhibition and conference organizers 
to introduce their offerings to a wider variety and larger 
number of customers, however, pricing models will 
change drastically as a result. Christopher Justice, 
CEO of Austin, TX-based Sparksight, foresees a 
shift away from business models that depend on 
attendee revenue toward those that incorporate 
higher sponsorship and exhibitor revenue streams 
as technology platforms offer more efficient ways for 
organizations to reach a broader audience.

Community

Emphasis on the customer will be replaced with 
attention toward the community, although the two 
groups are not mutually exclusive. The community 
will be comprised of exhibitors, attendees, sponsors, 
thought-leaders, media, bloggers and other individuals 
that may or may not attend a physical event but will 
influence and drive interest and interaction for other 
community members. Using social media platforms as 
well as traditional communication, event organizers 
and suppliers will form, join and support communities 
in order to be considered a trusted member able to 
deliver authentic and transparent messages and 
accept feedback critical to the evolution of the face-to-
face and virtual events that will result (and succeed) as 
a consequence of the community’s participation. 

The exhibition and conference industry is poised for 
enormous change over the next five years. According 
to Knowledge Flow’s Bob Roan, even the terminology 
may change. “I think trade shows will evolve into rich 
blends of online and face-to-face communities. Along 
the way, they’ll shed the name ‘trade show,’ which 
is all about their appearance, not their functionality,” 
he says. As the economy continues to improve, 
investments in new strategies, applications and 
pricing models will emerge and the trade shows and 
conferences of the future will take shape.

Best Practices in Crisis Communications
By Michelle Bruno

The meetings industry is not immune to crisis, 
with organizations having suffered through 9/11, 

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and 
now preparing for the potential effects of the H1N1 
(Swine Flu) virus. Implementing best practices for 
crisis communications is one way to weather a public 
relations storm and keep employees and meeting 
participants out of harm’s way. However, with social 
media as a “wild card,” communications professionals 
are scrambling to develop protocols and practices to 
keep the user-generated spin from getting out of control 
and harness the power of social media channels to get 
important messages out.

The International Association for Exhibitions 
and Events™ (IAEE) has outlined a number of 
best practices in its Crisis Communications and 
Management plan. The booklet outlines procedures 
for a crisis management team including crafting the 
message, determining the audience and assigning 
communications responsibilities. It emphasizes training 
and testing as being of critical importance and details a 
plan of action for multiple crisis scenarios such as bus 
crashes with meeting participants, bomb threats at a 
meeting site or the receipt of a suspicious piece of mail. 

Submit your show information to the CEIR Index today and receive a full, FREE copy! ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► Visit www.ceir.org for complete details.

Strategies, Solutions and Support.
The Center is the Exhibitor and Event 

Marketing Resource
www.iceem.net

Center
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Brad Goldberg, owner of Tri-Gold Consulting, a 
contingency planning and risk management consultancy 
for the hospitality industry, recommends a crisis 
communications plan with contingencies that avoid 
dependence on technology such as telephones or 
computers. As a twenty-year military veteran and meeting 
planner, Goldberg advises clients on low-tech methods of 
communication in the event that cellular towers go down 
and first responders tie up communications.

Goldberg recommends a number of other best practices 
for communicating during a crisis such as:

►	Train two communicators to speak with the 
media. If one person is unavailable, the back-up 
spokesperson can stand in.

►	Let meeting participants know that, in the event of 
an emergency, information will be posted on Twitter, 
Facebook and the company Web site if possible. 

►	If negative press surfaces on one particular media 
source (YouTube, for example), organizations 
should respond using the same media.

►	Include all participants including attendees, 
exhibitors, speakers and suppliers in the 
communication plan.

Social media channels such as YouTube, 
Facebook, Twitter and others can be the source of 
a communications crisis or the remedy. Blogs are a 
rich source of up-to-date information on using and 
addressing social media in a crisis. The Side Note blog 
suggests identifying an online spokesperson dedicated 
to disseminating information via social networks. The 
Conversation in Public Relations blog features a video 
segment of Gayle Weiswasser from TMG Strategies, a 
public relations firm, discussing six social media steps 
for crisis communications including:

1. Understand the audience and craft the message 
accordingly.

2. Become a member of the community early so 
that it will be receptive to communications in a 
time of crisis.

3. Use a wide range of social media tools to get the 
message out.

4. Engage in the dialogue whether it is positive or 
negative in tone.

5. Use social media to communicate with employees 
as well as customers, investors and the media.

6. Develop a social media crisis communications 
plan before a situation unfolds.

Regardless of the media channel, experts stress 
honesty, the admittance of wrong- doing and an 
emphasis on the measures being taken to address the 
problem as effective and time honored best practices 
for crisis communications when the organization itself 
is at fault. With a number of issues weighing heavily on 
organizations including the economy and unflattering 
media accounts of the meetings industry, developing 
a comprehensive crisis communications plan that 
includes social media channels is critical for reputation 
management and the safety of employees, customers 
and other stakeholders.

Because You Can’t Shake Hands 
in Cyberspace
Seven Reasons Why Trade Shows  
Are Here To Stay
Source: H+A Internaitonal Marketing, Inc.

To paraphrase Mark Twain, “The reports of the 
death of trade shows are greatly exaggerated.”

The recessionary economy has taken a toll on many 
trade shows during the last several months. In addition 
to travel budgets suffering unprecedented cuts, a 
growing number of companies are once again using 
web teleconferencing and online technologies to bring 
their audiences together. Some doomsayers are even 
questioning the future of tradeshows.

Although it’s going to continue to be a tough road for 
some events in the foreseeable future, there are seven 
basic reasons why trade shows will continue to grow 
and prosper as an excellent sales and marketing tool. 

The following list of seven basic reasons to exhibit/
attend trade shows is meant to serve as a handy outline 
to have when your exhibitors are looking for ammunition 
to convince their bosses why they need to participate.

Submit your show information to the CEIR Index today and receive a full, FREE copy! ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► ► Visit www.ceir.org for complete details.
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1. Test Drive the products. Regardless of whether it’s 
a two-ton machine or a new candy bar, trade shows 
are the best place for customers to touch, taste and 
see all the latest new products and technologies. 
Where else can they “test-drive” and experience so 
many different new products in one place and at one 
time? When was the last time you tasted a new flavor 
or felt the fan power of a new air conditioner online?

2. Meet the team – the entire team. Where else can 
you meet all the key members of a prospect’s buying 
team, from top management and product managers 
to the purchasing agents? Likewise, where else can 
your customers meet your entire team – from the CEO 
to your sales rep? This is a unique opportunity to ask 
the tough questions face-to-face with all the key team 
members. When was the last time you were able to 
get your key buyers and influencers together at one 
time in one place, and what do you think your chances 
are of getting them all together to sit through an online 
presentation. Ironically, now that budgets are tight and 
fewer customers can come to the show, the quality of 
decision makers has increased significantly.

3. Network in person with colleagues around the 
world. Where else can you network and compare 
notes with such a vast array of your colleagues from 
around the globe? Trade shows are the perfect place 
to discuss problems, opportunities and solutions with 
customers and colleagues you’d normally never see 
together in one place, certainly not online.

4. Discover the latest trends at conference 
sessions. In this same vein, where else can you and 
your customers learn about all the latest trends and 
technologies from the industry’s leading authorities? 
Online conferences don’t offer the depth and breadth 
of speakers featured at most trade show conferences. 
Plus with online conferences, it’s impossible to pull 
the speaker aside for a private question during the 
coffee break, or ask your neighbor from Germany 
to clarify a point. Most trade show conferences offer 
an unparalleled combination of technical sessions, 
management conferences, and accredited training 
opportunities.

5. Read your customer’s body language and 
arrange one-on-one meetings. Where else can you 
judge the firmness of a person’s handshake or the 
sincerity to do business? Equally important, where 
else can you get a key prospect or supplier alone 
for a drink or dinner for quality face-to face time? 
It’s amazing what you can learn from prospects and 
suppliers in social situations. Try splitting a bottle of 
wine with an online customer.

6. Online technology is your friend, not your 
enemy. Online technology can enhance and extend 
trade shows’ reach. Now that I’ve made all the online 
people angry with my first five points, let me go on 
record as saying that online outlets such as Twitter, 
Facebook, and YouTube should be used by most 
trade shows during the months when their events 
aren’t being held. Imagine how powerful it can be to 
combine both online and traditional trade shows to 
keep customers updated about new products and 
developments year-round. As more show management 
people realize the benefits of integrating social media 
with their other marketing efforts, the more valuable it 
will make traditional trade shows. 

7. Trade shows provide the best value. After all is 
said and done, the main reason trade shows will once 
again prosper after some necessary repositioning 
is because they are the most cost effective method 
of marketing products to qualified prospects. Where 
else can you bring thousands of prospective buyers 
together all in one place at one time to shop, network 
and buy? Imagine what it would cost your exhibitors 
to make one-on-one sales calls to as many people 
as they see during a single trade show. Or how 
many full page ads they would have to run in several 
publications to generate a fraction of the qualified 
leads they get at one trade show. Or how many online 
events you would have to conduct to reach a fraction 
of the qualified people you reach at a show.

So the next time you read a doom and gloom article 
about the trade show industry, or the next time your 
boss asks you why the company is participating in 
an event, just give them a copy of these “Magnificent 
Seven Reasons.”


