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Abstract 

Trade shows have been the focus of recent research as constituting one of the most effective marketing strategies. 
Related issues have been discussed extensively in the literature. How to achieve better performance is central to 
these discussions. Studies on the key factors that influence trade show performance have focused mainly on 
subjective opinions from the perspective of the staff at exhibitions. In this study, we explored the key criteria for 
a business visitor in selecting suppliers at a trade show; that is, what kind of trade show strategies can promote 
exhibitors’ performance? Trade show strategies from previous studies were first summarized. They were 
classified into three categories: before, at, and after the show. To address the problem of complexity and 
uncertainty, a fuzzy analytic hierarchy process (FAHP) was used to explore the importance of the various 
strategies. The results showed that "follow-up after the exhibition" was the most important factor from the 
perspective of business visitors. “Active invitation before the exhibition” was considered to be the next most 
important issue in attracting business visitors at a trade show. Among at-show strategies, the most important was 
that of staff knowledge of the product and trade details. The results of this study could contribute to enhancing 
trade show performance. 

Keywords: trade show strategies, trade-show performance, FAHP 

1. Introduction 

Trade shows, also called trade fairs, trade exhibitions, or expos, have been considered an effective strategy in 
business marketing. The average cost of making a face-to-face contact with potential and current customers at a 
trade show is much lower than the cost of a personal sales visit (Bellizzi & Lipps, 1984; Bello, 1992; Bello & 
Ritu, 1993). Trade shows also provide a means for companies to enter a new market at relatively low cost 
(O’Hara, Palumbo & Herbig, 1993). Literature reports also indicate that trade shows provide an opportunity for 
smaller enterprises to compete with larger firms (Tanner, 2002). As a result, trade shows have become a popular 
means of sales promotion for export-oriented companies and for small- and medium-sized enterprises (Browing 
& Adams, 1998). 

Tanner and Chonko (1995) indicated that the main objective of trade show exhibitors was sales (about 62%), 
followed by generating new business, increasing sales, fostering new and servicing established relationships, 
brushing up on industry contacts, and sizing up the competition. All of these things unfold at trade shows. Yao 
(2007) further divided the goals of trade show exhibitors into two categories: sales objectives (such as making 
direct sales and finding local sales representatives) and non-sales objectives (including building brand/image, 
maintaining contact with former/new customers, improving corporate image, gathering competitor information). 
Although trade shows might not directly affect sales immediately, previous studies have shown that non-sales 
objectives, such as brand/image building and customer and public relationship maintenance, influence the future 
purchasing decision of business visitors at trade shows. That is, non-sales activities at a trade show might affect 
the decisions of potential buyers in the long run. Thus, the sales performance effects can last over a longer 
period of time than the show itself. 

Many studies have indicated that trade show strategies can be divided into three stages: before, during, and after 
the show. For example, setting objectives before participating in shows (Kerin & Cron, 1987; Gadar & 
O’Connor, 2001; Tanner, 2002; Lee & Kim, 2008), choosing adequate locations and booth size, and selecting 
the materials to display (Li, 2006; Lee & Kim, 2008; Kerin & Cron, 1987) are all key factors in trade show 
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performance. However, orders placed by buyers at trade shows tend to be trial orders. Most transactions will be 
finalized based on subsequent follow-up actions after shows.  

Many exhibitors in Taiwan are small-and medium-sized enterprises. For such enterprises, which have fewer 
resources than larger companies, the question of how to effectively achieve better trade show performance is a 
vital issue. A number of relevant issues have been discussed regarding trade show performance; financial 
benefits are usually the core of the discussion. However, a great deal of complexity in the measurement of trade 
show performance is involved because of the many tangible versus non-tangible and measurable versus 
non-measurable factors, which all mix together. Furthermore, vagueness and uncertainty increase the difficulty 
of any analysis. The main objective of this study was to establish an effective framework for evaluating the 
relative importance of the strategies used at trade shows. 

Although visitors at trade shows include buyers, potential buyers, and non-business visitors, the question of how 
to attract buyers and potential buyers is the most crucial issue for exhibitors at a trade show. Thus, this research 
was designed from the perspective of business buyers. Promotional activities at a trade show that will influence 
visitors’ purchasing decisions were explored. The study subjects consisted of staff members who both make 
purchasing decisions regularly or have influence on purchases within their company, and are authorized to make 
purchases at or after shows. 

2. Literature Review 

Wikipedia (2013) defines a trade show as: “An exhibition organized so that companies in a specific industry can 
showcase and demonstrate their latest products and services, study activities of rivals and examine recent market 
trends and opportunities.” The event has two features: a defined time frame and is held periodically. A trade 
show aims to match interests among the organizers, exhibitors, and visitors and, thus, Kotler (2000) classified 
trade shows as constituting a means of sales promotion. 

Trade shows are usually organized by governments, chambers of commerce, industry associations, or 
specialized exhibition companies. They can be classified into the following types according to their 
characteristics (Wen & Duan, 2008). 

 By origin of participants: international, national, regional, and local trade shows. They range from large to 
small areas according to origin of exhibitors and visitors. 

 By range of goods offered: including universal/general, special interest, and industry-specific trade shows 
(Gopalakrishna & Williams, 1992). 

 By audience: including business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-customer (B2C) shows. Consumer 
fairs are open to the public, while others can only be attended by company representatives and the press; 
thus, trade shows can be classified as "public" or "trade only". 

This study mainly focused on B2B shows. Business participants at trade shows include domestic and 
international manufacturers, foreign traders, and trading agents. Firms use various strategies to promote their 
sales. A clear and feasible objective should be clearly defined in making effective show marketing strategies 
(Wen & Duan, 2008; Gopalakrishna, Lilien, Williams & Sequeira, 1995; Herbig, Palumbo & O’Hara, 1996). 

The objectives of exhibitors at trade shows can be classified into selling and non-selling objectives, such as 
gathering information about the marketplace, getting customer feedback on products, identifying potential 
buyers and/or representatives, learning more about the competition and the products they have to offer, and 
taking orders for and/or selling products (Bonoma, 1983; Jackson, Keith & Burdick, 1987; Sharland & Balogh, 
1996; Yao, 2007; Wen & Duan, 2008). Tanner and Chonko (1995) found that promoting sales was listed as the 
top objective for firms participating in trade shows. 

Studies of trade show performance measures have tended to emphasize observational indicators such as actual 
sales at the show, number of leads, and attraction efficiency (i.e., percentage of a firm’s target audience attracted 
to its booth) (Teng & Tzeng, 1993; Dekimpe, Francois, Gopalakrishna & Bulte, 1997; Gopalakrishna & 
Williams, 1992; Gopalakrishna & Lilien, 1995; Kerin & Cron, 1987). However, Hansen (2004) claimed that 
many of these studies failed to legitimize those claims with a clear definition of the domain being measured or 
to provide evidence of validity.  

As noted above, sales-related marketing activities of trade shows can be classified into three stages: pre-, at-, 
and post-show. Table 1 lists trade strategies pertaining to these three stages that can influence the 
decision-making of business visitors. 
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Table 1. Marketing strategies pertaining to the three stages of trade shows 

Stage Objective of marketing strategy Reference 

Pre-show 
How to deliver trade show information to potential visitors, such as 

sending invitations, advertising, or news releases. 

Seringhaus & Rosson (2001); 

Tanner (2002); 

Lee & Kim (2008) 

At-show 
Strategies to attract business visitors, including arrangement of booth, 

product display, and staff reception. 

Gopalakrishna & Lilien (1995); Rosson & 

Seringhaus (1995); 

Seringhaus & Rosson (2001); 

Li (2007); Lee & Kim (2008); Kerin & 

Cron (1987) 

Post-show 

Follow-up after shows to establish business relationships with business 

visitors, such as sending sales letters & samples, or making personal 

visits. 

Tanner (2002); 

Su (2004); Lee & Kim (2008) 

 

Most of the studies referenced in Table 1 focused on at-show marketing strategies. Table 2 presents details of the 
strategies used at shows and their related attributes.  

 

Table 2. At-show strategies that can influence business visitors’ decisions 

Strategy Attributes Reference 

Booth 

arrangement 
Accessibility, size, design, and news releases 

Gopalakrishna & Lilien (1995); 

Seringhaus & Rosson (2001); 

Li (2007); Lee & Kim (2008); 

Product display 
Specific characteristics of exhibited materials; demonstration 

activities Kerin & Cron (1987) 

Staff reception Professional knowledge, attitude, and experience of staff Li (2007) 

 

As shown in Tables 1 and 2, many strategies can be used in trade shows. However, the problem that must be 
solved concerns the question of which of these strategies to focus on, particularly when resource availability is a 
major concern for a company. The main objective of this study was to evaluate the importance of trade show 
strategies from the viewpoint of business buyers making decisions regarding supplier selection. On the basis of 
the literature, strategies were grouped into three categories: pre-, at-, and post-show. 

3. Research Methodology 

To obtain overall priority values of business visitors in selecting suppliers at trade shows, a fuzzy multi-attribute 
decision-making method was used (Tseng & Lin, 2008). First, owing to its multi-objective nature (Shoham, 
1992; Munuera, 1999), an analytical hierarchy process (AHP) was undertaken to set up the hierarchy framework 
for the research (Saaty, 1980). Using this AHP structure, we designed a questionnaire to collect data on supplier 
selection from business visitors at trade shows. Fuzzy theory was then used to reflect the ambiguity of the 
decision-making process (Zadeh, 1965; Dubious & Prade, 1978; Laarhoven & Pedryce, 1983). This method, 
referred to as the fuzzy analytical hierarchy process (FAHP), has been widely used as an analytical tool to reflect 
the inherent imprecision involved in the survey process. 

The present study was based on an expert survey regarding marketing strategy prioritization at trade shows. The 
AHP framework, illustrated in Figure 1, was used to design the questionnaire.  
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Extremely important 9 9=(8,9,10) 

Intermediate values 2, 4, 6, 8 2=(1,2,3);4=(3,4,5) 

 

The analytical procedure was as follows: 

1) Construct the hierarchy: based on existing research, set up the evaluation framework for supplier 
selection. 

2) Pair-wise comparisons of the importance of show strategies: comparing strategies two by two in the 
hierarchy to incorporate respondents’ judgments about the various elements. 

3) Build triangular fuzzy numbers: to reflect the imprecision in judgments based on human perception, 
triangular fuzzy numbers were used.  

RLijijijij cb  ),,(                                       (1) 

4) Establish fuzzy pair-wise comparative matrix. 

5) Integrate opinions of experts in fuzzy numbers, using Buckley’s (1985) average method.  
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7) Adjust the framework: using the center of gravity method, de-fuzz the criteria (Teng & Tzeng, 1993); then 
normalize to a crisp value. 

ij
ijijijij

ij L
LMLR

dF 



3

)]()[(
                             (5) 

8) Integrate the hierarchy to obtain a ranking of all elements. 

ipkipik WWWW                                     (6) 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

Eight experts from different companies were selected for this study. They were staff who regularly made 
purchasing decisions for a company and had experience in making procurements through visiting trade shows. 
All of them were top managers in their companies and most of them (87.5%) had at least 10 years of work 
experience. Half of them were from trading companies, whereas the rest were from manufacturing-based 
companies. 

The results of the analysis are listed in Tables 5 and 6. In the first hierarchy of the analysis, post-show strategies 
(0.554) were the most important factor affecting trade show buyers, followed by at-show strategies (0.279) 
(Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Fuzzy weight and the rank of the first hierarchical level 

Stage Triangular fuzzy value Fuzzy weight Rank 

Pre-show 0.163, 0.166, 0.174 0.168 3 

At-show 0.281, 0.274, 0.280 0.279 2 

Post-show 0.556, 0.560, 0.546 0.554 1 

 

In the category of “pre-show marketing,” sending invitations (0.704) was more important than advertising 
(0.296). For at-show strategies, professional competence of the staff (0.531) was the most important factor. 
Personal visits were more effective than sending sales letters. In the category of “at-show marketing”, ranking in 
terms of importance was staff, booth, and product, in that order (Table 6). 
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Table 6. Fuzzy weight and the rank of the second hierarchical level 

Stage Strategy Triangular fuzzy value Fuzzy weight Rank 

Pre-show 
Invitation 0.706, 0.710, 0.695 

0.294, 0.290, 0.305 

0.704 

0.296 

1 

2 Advertising 

At-show 

Booth arrangement 0.256, 0.258, 0.254 

0.215, 0.213, 0.212 

0.530, 0.528, 0.534 

0.256 

0.213 

0.531 

2 

3 

1 

Product display 

Staff reception 

Post-show 
Sales letters 0.384, 0.396, 0.393 

0.616, 0.604, 0.607 

0.391 

0.609 

2 

1 Personal sales visit 

 

“At-show marketing” has been a focus of interest from both academic and practical perspectives and, thus, Table 
7 lists the values evaluated and ranks of the strategies under booth, product, and staff dimensions. In terms of 
booth factors, public visibility (0.376) was the most important strategy, followed by impressive booth design 
(0.363). For the product dimension, booth activities and demonstrations (0.530) were listed as constituting the 
most important factor. Regarding exhibition staff, ability to answer questions about the product, technology, and 
trade details were listed as constituting the most important factor. 

 

Table 7. Fuzzy weight and the rank of attributes for each at-show strategy 

Strategy details  Triangular fuzzy value Fuzzy weight Rank 

Booth arrangement 

Location and space 

Booth design 

Public visibility 

 

0.264, 0.261, 0.260 

0.372, 0.357, 0.359 

0.364, 0.382, 0.381 

 

0.262 

0.363 

0.376 

 

3 

2 

1 

Product display 

Exhibited materials  

Demonstration activities 

 

0.472, 0.467, 0.472 

0.528, 0.533, 0.528 

 

0.470 

0.530 

 

2 

1 

Staff reception 

Active attitude 

Patient and careful listening & a pleasant reception 

Knowledge of product 

Knowledge of technical issues 

Knowledge of trade terms 

 

0.088, 0.086, 0.088 

0.100, 0.095, 0.093 

0.391, 0.395, 0.393 

0.177, 0.176, 0.179 

0.245, 0.247, 0.248 

 

0.087 

0.096 

0.393 

0.178 

0.247 

 

5 

4 

1 

3 

2 

 

After examining all influencing factors for each hierarchy, we integrated them according to formula (6). The 
results are shown in Table 8. 

 

Table 8. Weight and the rank after integrating all factors for all at-show strategies 

Factor Intermediate Weight Integrated value Rank 

Booth 

0.256 

Location and space 0.262 0.067 8 

Booth design 0.363 0.093 7 

Public visibility 0.376 0.096 5 

Product 

0.213 

Exhibited materials 0.470 0.100 4 

Demonstration activities 0.530 0.113 3 

Staff 

0.531 

Active attitude 0.087 0.046 10 

Patient and careful listening & a pleasant reception 0.096 0.051 9 

Knowledge of the product 0.393 0.208 1 

Knowledge of technical issues 0.178 0.094 6 

Knowledge of trade details 0.247 0.131 2 
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From Table 8, a ranking was derived from among all the trade show strategies. The most important factors at 
trade shows are knowledge of the products and technology, knowledge regarding making deals, booth activities 
and demonstrations, and selection of articles exhibited. 

 

Table 9. Weight and rank after integrating all attributes for the entire show strategies 

Stage Strategy Attribute Weight Integrated value Rank 

Pre-show 

Invitation 

0.704 

E-mail or telephone invitation 0.634 0.075 3 

Mailing tickets & invitation cards 0.366 0.043 5 

Advertising 

0.296 

News releases 0.323 0.016 14 

Advertising 0.677 0.034 7 

At-show 

Booth 

0.256 

Location and space 0.262 0.067 13 

Booth design 0.363 0.093 12 

Public visibility 0.376 0.096 10 

Product 

0.213 

Exhibited materials 0.470 0.100 9 

Demonstration activity 0.530 0.113 8 

Staff  

0.531 

Active attitude 0.087 0.046 16 

Patient and careful listening & a pleasant 

reception 
0.096 0.051 15 

Knowledge of the product 0.393 0.208 4 

Knowledge of technical issues 0.178 0.094 11 

Knowledge of trade details 0.247 0.131 6 

Post-show 
Sales letters Telephone contacts or personal visits 0.609 0.337 1 

Personal sales visit Sending sales letters, catalogs, & samples 0.391 0.216 2 

 

Table 9 shows that "follow-up after the exhibition" (including personal contacts and sale letters) constituted the 
most important factor from the perspective of business visitors. “Active invitation before the exhibition” was 
considered to be the next most important factor in attracting business visitors at a trade show. As for at-show 
strategies, staff knowledge of the product and trade details were the most important factors. 

5. Conclusions 

This research was based mainly on a model of FAHP to evaluate the importance of trade show strategies from 
the perspective of business visitors. Following previous studies, this paper classified trade show marketing 
strategies into three categories: pre-, at-, and post-show. The results showed that post-show strategies played the 
most important role in causing business visitors to select a supplier from a trade show, followed by at-show 
strategies. This finding is somewhat different from those of the many studies that have focused on at-show 
strategies alone (Gopalakrishna & Lilien, 1995; Rosson & Seringhaus, 1995; Seringhaus & Rosson, 2001; Li, 
2007). We suggest that businesses put more effort into attracting business visitors who have shown an interest in 
trade shows. 

Regarding at-show strategies, the results showed that the professional capabilities of the exhibitors was the 
factor that had the greatest impact in getting orders from business visitors, followed by product displays. The 
location and size of booths were the least important factors. In terms of the exhibited articles, products and 
demonstration activities were also important. For staff at trade shows, knowledge of the product, technology, 
and trade terms is also crucial. This result indicates that experienced staff or extensive training before trade 
shows are necessary to attract business visitors. Thus, staff expertise is the first major factor to be considered 
before trade shows. Second, to attract customers or potential customers, adequate products should be chosen to 
exhibit to attract business visitors. Also, active demonstrations in the booth may have a significant impact on 
trade show performance. 

In conclusion, a successful trade show requires the careful management of many strategies. Under conditions of 
resource constraints, focusing on activities according to customers’ priorities can effectively improve the 
outcome and performance of participation at a trade show. This study was conducted with businesses in Taiwan 
and the sample size was small. Further research is required to enlarge the sample size and to cover enterprises of 
different operational scales and from other industries. 
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