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Ten Mistakes  
Exhibit Managers Make 

...And How To Avoid Them

Creating an exhibit that’s effective, affordable and 
competitive in today’s tough marketplace for attention takes 
a lot of work—and a large dose of creativity. We’ve compiled 
a list of the ten most common roadblocks responsible for 
defeating an exhibit’s chances of success. Learning how to 
avoid these pitfalls can spell the difference between rave 
reviews and bad news for your next exhibit.

1  No Road Map:
If you don’t map out the goals you expect to achieve, you’ll 
find yourself running into the biggest roadblock of all: an 
exhibit that doesn’t reach out and communicate.

If your aims are too general, the objectives you set out to 
accomplish will get lost in a jumble of unspecific ideas. It’s 
always a shame when we see an exhibitor that’s trying to get 
too many messages across at the same time: the graphics tell 
one story, the signage says something else, and the presenta-
tion in the exhibit is a long-winded explanation of virtually 
every product or service the company offers.

part of a Series of Special Reports
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Try this as an experiment the next time you’re in the plan-
ning stages for a new show. Ask everyone involved in planning 
to write his or her objectives for the show on the back of a 
business card. That space limitation is important, because 
without it, someone’s liable to give you a three or four page 
outline. Next, take those varying objectives into your next 
planning meeting, and get everyone to focus on what’s most 
important: the top three messages, at most.

Remember that show visitors have only a few seconds to 
get their first impression of your company as they pass your 
exhibit. Everything in your exhibit should enhance and clarify 
the overall communication of your message. With a roadmap 
to guide you, questions such as size, design, location and type 
of presentation can be answered by measuring their ability to 
accomplish your stated objectives.

2  senseless ideas:
We’re not referring to nonsense here. It’s non-sense we’re talk-
ing about. Research has proven that the greater the amount of 
sensory reinforcement (appealing to many senses, as opposed 
to sight or sound alone), the better your message will be under-
stood and remembered. If you’re unsure how this works, think 
about the last time you walked through a shopping mall and 
passed a cookie store. The smells from the ovens are intention-
ally vented out toward the front of the store. So, as you pass 
by, you smell cookies, you think about cookies and, more likely 
than not, you buy cookies.

Several companies have formed to extend this concept to 
different environments, marketing specialized scents for re-
tailers, hotels and resorts, and even theme parks. For instance, 
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you’ll get a whiff of baby powder when you visit the infant’s 
department at Bloomingdales, and a hint of lilac in the inti-
mate apparel section. Westin hotels have contracted with 
one of these companies, ScentAir, to develop a signature 
scent that wafts the refreshing aroma of white tea into all its 
hotel lobbies, worldwide.

The same premise can work in your exhibit. Let your audi-
ence use as many senses as possible. Can they feel the dif-
ference in weight or materials between your product and the 
competition’s? Can they hear how silently your product oper-
ates, compared to your competitor’s? Is there a way to allow 
spectators to smell or taste your product for quality compari-
sons? Your booth doesn’t need to become a science fair, but 
often the “sensory approach” can be enough to make your 
exhibit a standout.

3  ignoring the obvious:
Will your exhibit space be too small to allow for the comfort 
of its visitors? If you’re planning to include a presentation or 
product demonstration, will that area be so large that there’s 
no room left for an audience? Do your plans assure that you’ll 
attract the greatest number of people by facing your presen-
tation toward the most heavily trafficked aisle? 

What about the traffic pattern within your exhibit? Will it 
lead your prospects directly to your sales force, where there’s 
a comfortable area for your staff to talk with those prospects?

Will the exhibit be “tuned” to the type of audience pres-
ent? In other words, will the same message that reached cor-
porate marketing types at the last show be as effective with 
the mostly technical people attending your next show? 
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If you’re using premiums or offering a contest, do these 
elements support your overall message? Are premiums or con-
tests even good ideas, considering what your message is?

Do you have literature that’s geared toward the attendees 
at this show, and does that literature complement the rest of 
your messaging (signs, graphics, etc.)?

Ignoring any of these simple steps can be the kiss of death 
to what may otherwise have been a great exhibit.

4  �the tried and  
(not Always) true:

It might be that your analysis of a previous exhibit attributed 
its success to the wrong elements of the overall endeavor. 
When you attempt the same approach again, you’ll be disap-
pointed when it fails.

Santayana said, “Those who cannot remember the past 
are doomed to repeat it.” One of the hallmarks of success-
ful exhibitors is constant, rigorous examination of their suc-
cesses and failures.

On the other hand, relying on the same old approach just 
because “it’s always worked before” can lead to failure when 
the same audience sees the same thing time after time, or 
your sales force bores of using the same pitch too often. Again 
taking an example from a shopping mall, retailers are con-
stantly changing what is displayed in their windows (in fact, 
they often hire specialists to create these displays), because 
experience has taught them that something new draws in new 
business. Your goal is exactly the same, isn’t it?

Varying the approach used in your next exhibit can bring im-
proved response from both your prospects and your personnel.
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5  �relyinG on  
the wrong people:

Are you relying on your sales force to do all the work required 
to make your exhibit a success? Will they have to gather the 
crowd, retain their attention, and interest them in the mes-
sage, while explaining the product’s function over and over to 
an endless stream of trade show browsers? If they’re expected 
to do all of this, when will they have time to talk with serious 
prospects?

Do you turn the task of creating a live presentation for 
your exhibit over to your ad agency, or (worse yet) to your 
in-house PR department? Those groups have their relative 
specialties, and they’re generally related to print media. A 
live presentation is an altogether different thing. Its job is 
to bring attention to your exhibit, tell your story in a unique 
and entertaining way, then set the visitors up to take the next 
step and speak with members of your sales staff. Doing that 
effectively is its own area of specialization, and it’s best to 
leave that task to those who are skilled in that field.

You don’t expect your salespeople to build your exhibit, 
ship it, lay the carpet and all the other details of exhibiting, 
do you? So if you’re willing to allow trained professionals to 
create and assemble your exhibit, why stop there? Enlist the 
help of talented professionals such as greeters, presentation 
writers, presenters or demonstrators to do those aspects of 
their own jobs well. Leave your sales force to do what they 
do best: sell.
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6  the closed mind:
Have you become irreversibly committed to an overworked 
approach just because that’s what you’ve always done? Are 
you operating in a reactive mode, waiting to see what your 
competition does before trying something out of the ordinary? 
This attitude will steer you head-on into a creative roadblock 
that might make you contemptuous of an innovative idea.

A bold step in a different direction may pay big dividends, 
even turning the tables enough to make your competitors 
watch you for cues of what to do next time.

This sort of daring approach—an element of calculated 
risk—becomes even more necessary when you’re faced with 
adversities such as an out-of-the-way location or an exhibit-
ing budget that’s a fraction of what your rivals are spending.

7  �building castles  
in the clouds:

Often in the planning or creation of an exhibit, it’s possible to 
latch onto an interesting—but impractical—idea. In the plan-
ning stages, you can dream far beyond budgetary, space or 
time limitations.

It’s great to let your imagination run wild, but when reality 
hits, you’ll have a hard time trying to salvage that “great idea.”

Your “this’ll-knock-em-dead” vision ends up being too 
much fancy and not enough fact to be pulled off successfully. 
But there may still be a seed of a workable idea there. Don’t 
throw the baby out with the bath water.

It’s a harsh reality that money, time and space do matter. 
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So work with these limitations, not against them. If you can’t 
afford the type of presentation that will attract huge crowds, 
then specialize. Focus in on your key prospects. Get them 
into your booth with pre-show mailings, phone calls from your 
staff to invite them over to see your latest widget, and maybe 
even offer a thoughtful gift as a way of showing your appre-
ciation for their investment of time.

You may be able to pull off a great exhibit for only a frac-
tion of that “pie in the sky” budget by using a novel twist on 
your originally unworkable idea.

8  shallow-mindedness:
By failing to dig deep enough into a new idea, you may not 
discover some refinement of the concept that could be much 
more effective in presenting your message. If you’ll allow 
ideas to bounce around inside your head long enough, they 
can be reshaped into useful tools that will help you build a 
successful exhibiting effort.

Better yet, get risky and share your concepts with some-
one else. Carl Reiner, the legendary television writer, once 
said, “If you bounce a ball off a wall, you get back a ball. 
Bounce a ball off an intelligent wall, and you get back a ball 
with an opinion!”

Do you have a friend or co-worker who can be your “intel-
ligent wall,” who can help you probe a little deeper into the 
mines of your collective creativity? If so, tell him or her what 
you’re thinking about, and brainstorm together. 

If you don’t have someone who can play that role with you, 
bring in a pro: someone who can help you hone your ideas and 
polish what might have been a diamond in the rough.
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9  �You Don’t  
“Gotta Have A Gimmick”:

With all we’ve discussed so far about using innovation as a 
tool with which to build your exhibit, perhaps it hasn’t been 
stressed enough that unless those ideas work in conjunction 
with the overall aims of your presentation, they can do more 
harm than good.

An example of this problem occurred at a recent trade 
show: one well-known exhibitor featured two very attrac-
tive and talented young women who sang specialty songs: 
familiar tunes, with re-written lyrics about the company’s 
products.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t the clever lyrics that most people 
remembered. The buzz on the show floor was more about 
their alluring wardrobe and shapely figures. The exhibit 
failed, because the technique got in the way.

The same goes for “spin and win” wheels, cash grab 
booths, and other such “stock” attractions. If you’re relying 
on something like that to bring in a crowd, you run the risk 
of being known as “that booth with the (fill in the blank),” 
rather than “XYZ company’s great presentation.”

It may be a fine line—but a very important one—that sepa-
rates “sales gimmicks” from sales tools.

10  �what you do know  
can hurt you:

It may sound ridiculous, but there’s a real danger in knowing 
too much about the show you’re planning for. You may believe  
you know so much about the potential audience at a certain 
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show that you discount the possibility of trying something 
new for them. 

Maybe it’s better to start your thinking with a clean slate, 
rather than drown in a sea of “facts” based on previous 
shows. 

Conversely, the difficulty you face may be that you don’t 
know enough about a particular show’s attendees, or about 
the show itself. Every exhibitor has a favorite war story of 
a show that they didn’t know enough about to be sure how 
their participation would play out. Their universal advice? 
Use every channel possible to glean all the information you 
can find that relates to your show, your prospects, and your 
exhibit. 

If you can avoid these ten common mistakes, you’re well 
on your way to becoming a world-class exhibiting power-
house. Good luck at your next show!

But wait. There’s one more mistake that an enormous number 
of companies exhibiting at trade shows make. This one isn’t 
necessarily the exhibit manager’s responsibility, but it can 
have a huge—and detrimental—effect on the success of your 
future show plans.

What could be responsible for that, and how can you con-
trol it? The answer’s on the next page. Think of it as a “bonus 
mistake.” 
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11  No follow-through:
You’d be surprised—no, shocked—by the number of compa-
nies who go through all the efforts of planning and exhibiting 
at trade shows every year but, for whatever reason, these 
companies don’t follow through and make contact with the 
people they meet at those shows.

You probably can’t control the actions of your sales force, 
but you do have a part to play so that management sees the 
company’s trade show expenditures as worthwhile. What is 
your role? To the extent you’re able, you need to see that 
your show leads are followed up on. How you do that will be 
different from one company to the next, but here are a few 
ways some trade show managers have tackled this problem:

First, make sure you’ve got a plan in place for gather-
ing show leads. This might be a lead form of some kind, or 
a device that obtains contact information from the badges 
of those attending the show. But if you don’t have a work-
able lead gathering plan in place, your sales force staffing the 
booth will end up not doing it, or doing it on their own, in a 
piecemeal fashion. That’s never good.

Standardize the process, make sure your sales force under-
stands how the process works, and be sure those leads get 
back to the office from the show.

If you’re the one who’s responsible for managing the leads 
and determining who follows up on them, consider writing a 
personal note to each salesperson to accompany the leads 
you’re distributing. Let them know what went in to collect-
ing those leads, and what your hopes are for the salesper-
son’s follow-through. It’d be great to let them know which 
of those leads are the hottest (identifying them should be an 

10
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element of your lead gathering program), or any other help-
ful information you might have about the contacts you’re 
passing along.

Another good idea is to let your management know how 
many leads were collected at the show. Announce it with an 
inter-office memo or email that the entire team can see. This 
sends a subtle message that you’ve done your part, and the 
leads are now in the hands of the sales staff. Management 
can then step in and put appropriate pressure on those sales-
people to do the follow up that’s required.

Knowing the number of leads that come from a particu-
lar show can be important to your future planning, as well. 
After all, you’re looking for the shows that are the most cost-
effective for your company to participate in, which means 
measuring your exhibiting costs against the number of leads 
gathered is one good way to determine the success of a par-
ticular show.

One more suggestion: If members of your company’s man-
agement team came to the show, you probably had to do 
some specific planning for their travel and transportation—
nicer hotel rooms, limo pick-ups, etc. Why not take one more 
step and write personal notes to each of those people, telling 
them how much you and the staff appreciated their presence, 
mentioning the number of leads gathered, and thanking them 
for taking part in the show.

The “higher ups” in your company have a lot of respon-
sibilities competing for their attention, and a note from you 
might be just the thing that tilts the scale in your favor when 
you want them to show up next time. These notes have the 
additional benefit of letting management know what you’ve 
been up to, and that’s always a good thing when performance 
review time comes around.
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That’s it for this report. Visit www.writersdirectgroup.
com for more helpful ideas about exhibiting and all aspects of 
business communication. And remember, we’re always here 
to help when your plans call for including a live presentation 
or product demonstration in your next show.

Thanks, and we’ll see you down the road.

Dave Egan
Head Writer
WRITERS DIRECT GROUP
Dave@WritersDirectGroup.com
818.241.9393
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Writers Direct Group is committed to providing highly 
effective corporate communications, through the written 
or spoken word. Nothing happens in the world of business 
until someone says something. That’s right; it all begins 
with the words.

For over twenty-five years, our team has played a vital 
role in helping clients get their messages across, clearly 
and persuasively—as well as on time and on budget—for a 
broad variety of projects: 

• �Trade Show Presentations
• Product Demonstrations
• Website Content
• Company Newsletters
• Press Releases
• Brochures
• Ghostwriting (books, articles, blogs, etc)
• �Direct Mail Packages (lead generating/

direct sales)
• Sales Letters
• Executive Speeches (and coaching)

The single thread that weaves through all these 
assignments is a message that cuts through the clutter, 
communicates effectively, and reaches the target audi-
ence in a memorable way.

1234 E. California Avenue, Suite 209
Glendale, CA  91206

818.241.9393

WritersDirectGroup.com
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