
COUCHES AND TRASH CANS:
RETHINK YOUR TRADE SHOW STRATEGY



YOU’RE THINKING ABOUT
TRADE SHOWS

ALL WRONG
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SORRY, TRADE SHOW FANS
This just in: HCM marketing isn’t doing itself any favors. Again. Only this time, HCM 
marketing messed up something that should really be a lot of fun: trade shows.

And don’t get us wrong — trade shows are very important. I mean, trade shows are a big 
part of the reason why The Starr Conspiracy has such brand recognition in the HCM space. 
(And part of why we host InfluenceHR.)

Just take a look at the facts about trade shows:

On average, 41 percent of B2B marketing budgets are spent exhibiting. 
Clearly, we’re investing a lot of capital in trade shows.  

Eighty-one percent of trade show attendees have buying authority. 
Newsflash: There are a lot of important people on the trade show floor, and 
they have the power to buy your product. We all know this. 

Sixty-seven percent of all trade show attendees represent a new prospect 
and potential customer for exhibitors. Over half of all trade show attendees 
are prospects. That’s part of the reason we go after generating those sweet, 
sweet leads.

41%

41% of B2B marketing budgets 

are spent exhibiting.

81% of trade show attendees 

have buying authority.

81%

67% of all attendees represent 

a new prospect.

67%

http://campaigns.thestarrconspiracy.com/why-hcm-tech-startups-fail/
http://www.influencehr.com/
http://www.ceir.org/ceir-releases-marketing-spend-decision-report
http://www.tsnn.com/news-blogs/16-powerful-stats-value-trade-shows
http://www.tsnn.com/news-blogs/16-powerful-stats-value-trade-shows
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With these stats in mind, it’s understandable that marketers would focus on demand 
generation at trade shows. Take a look at a few more stats:

Ninety-three percent of marketers believe face-to-face marketing 
(not face-to-face sales) is the most effective media channel to convert 
prospects. People like to buy from people they like. And they like to have 
personal connections.  

Trade show attendees spend 9.5 hours on the exhibit floor. That’s a lot of 
time on the exhibit floor, and that’s a lot of time for you to get in front of 
those attendees.

We know this: We place a lot of importance on trade shows.

Trade show attendees spend 

9.5 hours on the exhibit floor. 

93%

93% of marketers believe 

face-to-face marketing is the 

most effective media channel 

to convert prospects.

http://www.facetime.org.uk/generator
http://www.exhibitsurveys.com/trends
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BUT THERE’S A PROBLEM
When it comes to trade shows, marketing leaders feel a lot of pressure. And that pressure 
is to generate One. Key. Metric.

That’s right — for all the effort that goes into creating a great trade show experience, 
One Key Metric defines success for many marketers. It’s a metric that makes sense if you 
think about trade shows purely from an immediate ROI perspective. And that One Key 
Metric is leads.

Lead generation is anywhere from 80 to 85 percent the reason that 
companies exhibit at trade shows. That’s right — lead generation is usually 
objective numero uno when it comes to trade shows. And almost everyone 
has the same goal in mind. 

Yet, B2B companies only get 9 percent of their leads from trade shows. That’s 
a small percentage of return for 41 percent of your marketing budget.

85%

85% of the reason 

companies exhibit at trade 

shows is for lead generation.

Only 9% of leads are 

generated from trade shows.

9%

http://www.business2community.com/marketing/5-best-practices-of-trade-show-lead-qualification-01306137#uDw0gZocq8txS6v4.97
https://prospectrmarketing.com/where-do-marketers-get-leads/
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Business 2 Community speculates that likely only 10 to 20 percent of booth 
visitors are qualified leads, if that many. That’s a lot of effort for leads 
directed toward a group who may not be as qualified as you think. 
 
 
The SHRM Annual Conference & Exposition’s “Exhibit and Sponsorship 
Opportunities” page even leads with the fact that over 240,000 leads were 
collected for exhibitors in 2016. (There’s no word on what percentage of this 
number is just badge scans. Our guess is “a healthy percentage.”)

Here’s the truth: Leads shouldn’t be your only metric for trade show success.

It’s a metric marketing created, and it’s one marketing pays for dearly every time trade 
show season rolls around.

“But aren’t leads the metric to track for trade shows? Shouldn’t our strategy be built 
around generating those sweet, sweet leads?”

To answer this question, let’s get back to basics.

20%

Only 20% of booth visitors 

are qualified leads.

240,000 leads were collected 

for SHRM exhibitors in 2016.
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http://www.business2community.com/marketing/5-best-practices-of-trade-show-lead-qualification-01306137#uDw0gZocq8txS6v4.97
https://annual.shrm.org/exhibit-sponsorship-opportunities


ASSESSING THE
BUYER’S JOURNEY
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If you’re a marketer, the buyer’s journey probably looks familiar 
to you. If not, here’s a refresher:

The buyer’s journey is important, especially when you consider 
it from an effort and lead standpoint. And, as you can see, 
awareness is right there at the top of the funnel. 

To put it plainly:

Unless you’re the market leader of your category, awareness 
should be your main goal at trade shows.

BRINGING IT 
BACK TO BASICS

SALES ENGAGEMENT

ACTIVE EVALUATION

BRAND & NEED AWARENESS



9

COUCHES AND TRASH CANS

You see, the big players already have brand awareness. It’s 
likely your level of awareness isn’t anywhere near as high as 
theirs. So, unless you’re one of the big players in the HCM 
space (and rest assured, that number is in the single digits, so 
odds are this is not you), you should focus on brand awareness. 
And awareness is that really big part of the funnel.

Unfortunately, most exhibitors treat trade shows this way:

That is, they lead with sales engagement.

“OK. Surely you jest. Surely we’re not that bad at leveraging 
sales at trade shows.”

Oh, yes. Yes you are. And please don’t call us Shirley.

ACTIVE EVALUATION

BRAND & NEED AWARENESS

SALES ENGAGEMENT
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When the hell did you decide putting a 
business card in a fishbowl was going to 
make someone want to spend money with 
you? This isn’t Applebee’s.

Sorry, but no one is going to go back there 
and play cornhole with you. And they’re 
certainly not going to make a multimillion-
dollar purchase because of cornhole.

This is the biggest offense. By filling your 
booth with salespeople, you’re intrinsically 
saying you want to sell to the prospect 
while they experience your brand (more 
on this later). The big players have private 
rooms where interested buyers can 
engage with sales. Smaller players need 
to focus on brand awareness and focus on 
their oddity (there’s more on this later, too).

EXAMPLES IN WHICH YOU ARE THAT BAD 
AT LEVERAGING SALES AT TRADE SHOWS

Business cards in fishbowls Cornhole in the back of the booth Packing your booth full of salespeople
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Somewhere along the way, trade shows became something weird and artificial — 
something they were never supposed to be. And it’s time for that to change.

You see, with all those gimmicks, trade shows become a zany kind of arms race. And the 
truth is this: You’ve been barking up the wrong tree.

That’s right: The truth is, the majority of these people you’ve been trying to play cornhole 
with already know who they want to talk to at these trade shows. The other seven hours of 
their trade show time is probably going to be spent learning, eating, and “smashing and 
grabbing” those awesome keychains you paid a pretty penny for.

“OK, then what strategy should we take with our trade show attendees?”

The answer is actually pretty simple — but it’s not easy.

Keep reading to find out the answer.

76% of trade show attendees 

come to a show with a list of the 

booths they plan to visit.

76%

http://www.teamdesignshop.com/blog/2013-10-29-pre-trade-show-marketing-strategy-fill-your-booth-attendees


LET YOUR
FREAK FLAG FLY
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The truth is, your trade show experience should be a glimpse into what it’s like to work with 
you. Your booth is the only physical manifestation of your brand that most people will ever 
get to see in person. Because at trade shows, perception is the reality.

If your brand is fun, be fun. If your brand is smart, showcase your smartness. If your brand 
is off-putting, then own it and throw stuff at your competitors. Trade shows are your 
opportunity to show the world what your brand stands for. What you stand for.

THE AUTHENTIC BOOTH 
EXPERIENCE
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In 2010, The Starr Conspiracy rebranded. In 2011, we launched that new brand at the HR 
Technology® Conference & Exposition.

 We spent 90 percent of our 2011 budget on that show. We created an unconventional 
20-by-20-foot booth. We bought a lot of beer. Some would say perhaps we bought too 
much beer.

We brought 20 people to the show — none of whom were in sales. We packed that booth 
full of subject-matter experts who were not allowed to sell anything. They couldn’t even 
talk about our services unless they were directly asked.

“So, how’d that go?”

Those subject-matter experts ended up talking shop, trends, football, kids — anything but 
business. We didn’t even ask where the people visiting our booth were from. We just gave 
them beer and an honest good time.

You see, in reality, that’s all trade show attendees need: comfortable couches, trash 
cans, and affable people.

A QUICK STORY ABOUT TRADE SHOWS
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Creating a kick-ass trade show booth experience is actually pretty simple: Be you, so 
attendees know what it’s like to work with you. If you’re constantly selling to trade show 
attendees, they’re going to think that’s what it’s like to work with you. And no one wants to 
be constantly sold to.

“OK, but what were the tangible results?”

You know what the result of our experiment in 2011 was? (If you’re reading this paper, 
chances are you already know.)

The result was today we can meet anyone in the HCM space, and if they were at that event, 
they remember it. They remember they had a kick-ass time with some very chill people. 
They remember it was easy, it was enjoyable, and it was fun.

2011 was the year The Starr Conspiracy really focused on brand awareness, and we continue 
to build off of that momentum every single day. That year, we improved all marketing 
activities across the board — some immediately, and some much later down the road.

“OK, that’s a great story. But how do I communicate the need for a brand awareness 
strategy with the rest of my company?”

Let’s take a look at that conversation.

KEEP IT SIMPLE



CAPITALIZE ON THOSE
SWEET, SWEET LEADS ...

EVENTUALLY
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If you’re still getting pressure from your company and they’re still asking, “How many leads 
are we going to drive at HR Tech this year?” you need to restructure that question — and 
fast. Because that’s not the right question.

The question should be, “How many leads are going to come into your sales funnel six to 
18 months from now as a result of the brand experience you created at HR Tech?”

When you make your booth’s No. 1 focus brand awareness and getting trade show 
attendees in the top of your funnel, the results can come a full year after the show. And 
they’re a lot more effective than playing cornhole.

Once you’re able to restructure this question, it changes your strategy completely. 
Suddenly, you’ll be able to start thinking about your digital, on-floor, and after-hours 
experiences in a more creative and fun way.

And that’s something we can help you with.

HOW TO HANDLE THE TRADE SHOW 
METRIC QUESTION



LET’S TALK ABOUT
TRADE SHOWS
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About The Starr Conspiracy

We could write about trade shows forever, but we’d rather have 
a conversation. If you want to talk to us about your trade show 
strategy and how to truly let that freak flag fly, just holler. 
We’re happy to help.

A LITTLE LESS TALKING, 
A LITTLE MORE 
CONVERSATION

LET’S TALK

The Starr Conspiracy embraces the humanity in business to build brands that have emotional resonance. More than a global business-
to-business marketing agency, we’re a movement. We’re changing the way technology companies view themselves, their customers, and 
the world. Unlike conventional agencies, we fuse advertising, technology, and advisory services in completely new ways — ways that defy 
categorization and challenge the old-school agency structure.

https://hubs.ly/H0hW4YL0
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