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October 2009

Dear Reader:

You are about to delve into one of the most important studies CEIR has ever undertaken -
the Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
study project. This study has been underway for the last 18 months. The Identify, Discover
and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals study combines
results from on-site, one-on-one interviews with young professionals at 10 diverse
exhibitions held in 2008 and 2009 with findings from a major online survey conducted
among those 18 to 39 who either recently attended an exhibition or had the opportunity
to attend one.

Because of the size of this report and the wealth of information that exists within the following pages, here are
some suggestions as you begin your review.

The purpose of this study is to provide a better understanding of how this new, younger demographic of attendees
think and feel about exhibitions and events, and then providing a clear blueprint for how to produce exhibitions and
events that will create a positive value-added experience for them. It also explains what it is about this younger
professional that makes it essential that you change the way you are doing some things if you want them to keep
attending year after year.

When reviewing the results of the CEIR study, I encourage you to print it and have a highlighter in hand. There are
dozens of suggestions within this report for exhibition organizers and exhibiting companies to implement when
planning future events – suggestions on what to do and how to do it. The report offers an excellent opportunity for
organizers to teach their exhibiting companies what techniques are most effective with this age group.

CEIR would like to thank the Exhibition Industry Foundation for its substantial grant which made this research
possible. Likewise, the CEIR Research Committee’s time and insight was crucial to this project, and we are grateful
for their assistance. The 2009 CEIR Research Committee includes:

Chairman 
David Audrain, CEM
President, Messe Frankfurt Inc.

Members:
James R. Daggett, CAE, CMP
President, JRDaggett & Associates

Darrell Denny

Carrie Freeman-Parsons
Vice Chairman & Chief Marketing Officer
Freeman

Vicki Hennin
Vice President of Strategic Marketing
Diversified Business Communications

Ian Sequeira
Executive Vice President
Exhibit Surveys, Inc.
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John Mikstay, Jr. CEM
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Steve Navarro
VP, Communities, BDMetrics, Inc.
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Senior Vice President, Nomadic Display
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A big thank you also goes to all the events that participated in the on-site research in 2008 and 2009 – the ten
exhibitions that volunteered their event for this project are listed in the Methodology section of the report.

And I would personally like to thank the CEIR Board of Directors who recognized the need for this important project
and took a bold step to make it happen 

CEIR would like your feedback on how you, as an exhibition organizer or exhibitor plan to incorporate a young
generation strategy into your event planning. Please let us know by sending your comments to info@ceir.org. And
be sure to visit the CEIR blog (http://blog.ceir.org), as this report will be the stimulus for much online conversation
regarding implementing new ideas and processes.

The future of the exhibition industry hinges on our ability to attract young professionals to our events then for them
to embrace attending much like their parents did. To achieve that, we must produce events that yield a positive,
productive experience. This report focuses on how to make sure your next exhibition provides that experience.
During 2010 we will be releasing a second report that will tell you how to market to these young professionals.

Thank you for your continued support of CEIR and good reading!

Best regards,

Kevin Rabbitt
President & CEO
GES Exposition Services 
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Introduction
“A trade show is a trade show … I don’t expect anything to change.”
This type of negative sentiment from an attendee of any age leaves an indelible
mark upon the general perception of exhibitions and events. In order to keep
attendees enthusiastic and interested in exhibitions, organizers and exhibitors
need to recognize that the marketplace is on the cusp of a major generational
shift, and they need to plan accordingly. The number one form of advertising with
this demographic and ANY audience is word-of-mouth. More than half (52
percent) of young attendees learned about an event they recently attended from a
work colleague. Each time an exhibition or event creates a successful brand, the
opportunity to improve the overall image of the industry increases with more
people saying better things about their experience.

Most exhibitions and events have already been impacted by a new, younger
demographic of attendees. In order to offer the industry a clear blueprint for change
to adapt to these rising professionals and continue to attract them to exhibitions, it
must first understand who they are and what they value. Young professionals are
quickly becoming the target audiences of exhibition organizers and exhibitors.

This comprehensive report endeavors to enlighten organizers and exhibitors to the
attitudinal intricacies of the young professionals who are quickly becoming the
primary visitor targets for their events. This report includes the qualitative and
quantitative findings from the Center for Exhibition Industry Research’s (CEIR)
research as to how young professionals want to connect, learn and network at
exhibitions and events.

For the purpose of this study, CEIR has defined young professionals as under the
age of 40. Those comprising the group known as Generation X are currently age
28 to 39, while the generation referred to as Millennials are 27 and younger. In
order to be able to compare the results of this study to the findings of any future
generational research, it was necessary for CEIR to define these two generations
in this manner for the quantitative phase of the study.

As a collective whole, these two generations are technology savvy, individualistic and
innovative. Marketers are striving to understand how to reach them as they become
financially independent, settle into professional jobs and learn more about their
chosen industry. The future success of exhibitions, conventions and educational
programs that are held in conjunction with these events will depend on how well
organizers, exhibitors and event planners are able to adapt to this younger generation.

In response to the growing need for research dedicated to identifying ways to
better attract young professionals to industry-wide events, CEIR has produced Part
1 of a two-part study in order to generate an understanding of the values,
attitudes and motivations of these young professionals and how to produce events
that will offer them a more satisfying experience. The second part of this study will
be devoted to how to market to these young professionals.

Survey data concludes that 84 percent of Generation X and Millennial quantitative
study respondents who had an opportunity to attend at least one exhibition did so.
Furthermore, 87 percent of those who expect an invitation to attend an exhibition
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in the next two years say they are very or somewhat likely to do so. These statistics bode well for the future of the
industry as long as the industry is able to satisfy the needs of this younger generation.

Organizers, planners and exhibiting companies should consider the following guidelines when planning their events
and managing their exhibit programs:

Do not overlook Boomers (defined as 45 to 63). Obtain whatever training is necessary for the entire
event and exhibitors’ staffs to thoroughly understand this unique generation. Boomers are the career-driven
generation and define themselves by their work, by their “contribution.” They possess virtually all of the core
values essential for a positive predisposition towards exhibitions and events. America is a Boomer-led nation.
For the next decade, America’s executive suites will be held by a Boomer majority who will make the
decisions about attending, and budgeting for, exhibitions and events.

Understand – get into the heads of – GenX (defined as 28 to 39). Many GenXers came of age with
workaholic, absentee parents. They were America’s first generation of latchkey kids who came home after
school to an empty house. Now in adulthood, they are aptly nicknamed the “Family-First Generation.” They do
not want to become workaholics whose work hours intrude into their personal lives, especially their time with
their children. In many ways, GenX is an “island generation,” very unique in its core values from all other
generations and almost certainly the “toughest sell” for exhibitions and events. Exhibition organizers and
exhibitors need to give customized, generation-specific attention to GenX.

Get off to a good start with young Millennials (defined as 18 to 27). They will only be exhibition
first-timers once. Exhibitions and events can win them or lose this enormous generation with that first
impression. The core values and attitudes of Millennials are very different from GenXers. Like Boomers,
Millennials are almost certainly going to be an excellent, driven generation in the workplace, passionate about
the contributions they make to life on earth through their careers. Exhibitions represent a very good vehicle to
nourish that passion.

Think of these age groups as customers, not merely attendees, members or visitors. Organizers and exhibitors will
hopefully learn to grasp a new way of viewing the event’s attendees: not merely as once-a-year visitors to a single
event, but instead as valued customers and as members of a professional club—a community—that gets
together virtually or in-person on an ongoing basis to learn together, advance their careers together, and secure
their futures together. A challenge for the industry is how to build this community around the exhibition.

It will be important to train all personnel in generational strategy. For the first time in history there are four age
groups in the work place who are attending exhibitions. Each group is unique and each responds differently to
various sales and marketing appeals. As a result, generational considerations must be included in the upfront
design and planning of the event and company exhibits, marketing and advertising, and post-event procedures.
Through generational planning and the universal languages of common courtesy, respect, honesty and expertise,
the value of an exhibition can be elevated to the very top of the young professionals’ scorecards and thus insure
they will want to return next time.

The Millennial generation’s desire to participate, and not just spectate, must be harnessed. This age group is
closer in their core values and attitudes to the 45 to 63 age group Baby Boomers than to the 28 to 39 age group,
but they also possess their own unique set of beliefs.

Millennials are massive in number, optimistic, energized, idealistic and demanding. They dream BIG. They love their
parents and elders, and they live online. They want to be rich and famous. Events and individual exhibits should be
strategized around these realities, which could result in helping this generation to celebrate the achievement of
their goals.
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In summary, GenXers are the challenge facing the exhibitions and events industry, while Millennials are the
opportunity. Young professionals are hungry to improve themselves and their careers and to learn about the
newest and the best. They embrace true expertise, despise phonies, do not like to be pressured or tricked, and
they demand that their experience at the event and at each individual exhibit be worthy of the time and money
they are investing. Some of their attitudes and values differ from those of the older generations, and their use of
technology is different and must be understood and accommodated.

METHODOLOGY
Qualitative Phase

CEIR contracted with Lusage Marketing of Chicago, Illinois, to conduct the first phase of this research,
commencing in 2008 and concluding in 2009 with on-site, qualitative studies at 10 diverse business-to-business
exhibitions. Lusage’s research team, comprised of young professionals in the same age demographic, attended
each event, and, through in-depth, one-on-one interviews, obtained objective, unbiased opinions from roughly 35
individuals at each event, resulting in interviews with approximately 325 persons age 20 to 39. Non-attendees
were not included in the qualitative portion of CEIR’s generational research, and all respondents are presented as a
single group, without the distinction of how they would be classified, as Generation X or Millennial.

The qualitative research identified the two age groups’ likes, dislikes and perceptions of their experiences at each
event. Lusage Marketing provided their own insights and recommendations based on the findings from the
qualitative study. The findings from the individual events are proprietary to the event. Only the aggregated results
are reported in this document.
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Quantitative Methodology

The objective of this portion of the study was to generate representative data in order to compare the Generation X
and Millennial generations, demographics and psychographics in order to better understand their perceptions,
attitudes and decision-making behavior in regards to exhibitions and events. This large-scale quantitative survey
provided a detailed assessment of potential event attendees in the two age groups—both those who do attend
currently and those who do not. In addition to discovering the values and attitudes of these younger attendees, this
research also aims to help incorporate generational strategy into the planning and production of events.

The quantitative portion of the study incorporated a survey designed to provide a detailed assessment of potential
event attendees in the defined Millennial and Gen X generations—both those who attend exhibitions and events
and those who do not attend. The study was conducted by Burke, one of the world’s largest custom research
suppliers, via a Web-based survey, using a Web panel of business respondents. Data collection took place from 19
May through 29 May 2009.
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Sector Show Dates/Location Organizer

Building, Construction, NAHB Show 20-23 Jan 2009 –  National Association of 
Home & Repair Las Vegas Home Builders

Consumer Goods NAMM Show 15-18 Jan 2009 –  National Association of 
and Retail Trade Anaheim Music Merchants

Food Fresh Summit 24-27 Oct 2008 –  Produce Marketing Assoc
Orlando

Government, Public Fose 2009 10-12 March 2009 – 1105 Media
and Nonprofit Services Washington, D.C.

Industrial/Heavy Pack Expo 9-13 Nov 2008 – Packaging Machinery 
Machinery and Chicago Manufacturers Institute
Finished Business 
Inputs Sector

Medical Sector Critical Care Nurses May 2008 –  American Association of 
Chicago Critical Care Nurses

Professional Graph Expo 26-29 Oct 2008 – Graphic Arts Show Company
Business Services Chicago 
Sector

Communications & NAB Show 20-23 Apr 2009 – National Association of 
Information Las Vegas Broadcasters
Technology Sector

Industrial/Heavy WESTEC 30 Mar-2 Apr 2009 – Society of Manufacturing 
Machinery and Los Angeles Engineers
Finished Business 
Inputs Sector

Raw WindPower 4-7 May – Chicago
Materials/Science

American Wind Energy Association

Figure I. Events Included in the Qualitative Study



A representative sample of 600 in each of the two generations of interest was obtained for a total of 1,200
representative interviews. Results are projectable to the target group in each generation, which was composed of
people 18–39 who were employed full time and had a personal income of at least $30,000 per year.
All respondents met the following screening criteria:

• Millennials: 18 to 27 years of age; Generation X: 28 to 39 years of age
• Employed full time
• Personal income of over $30,000 per year from their job
• Were interested in attending or had the opportunity to attend any exhibition related to their job in the past

three years

Within the representative sample, at least 30 interviews from both generations were obtained in each of the 11
CEIR Index industry sectors:

• Professional Business Services
• Sports/Travel/Entertainment/Art/Consumer Services
• Consumer Goods/Retail
• Food/Beverage
• Nonprofit: Government/Public/Nonprofit
• Building/Construction/Home Repair
• Industrial/Heavy Machinery
• Communications/IT
• Medical/Health Care
• Raw Materials/Science
• Transportation

Subsequent to these overall study findings, individual sector reports will be released in the fall of 2009. Charts
throughout this report show the results of statistical tests run on results to determine whether differences between
groups are statistically significant at the 95 percent confidence level (i.e., there is a 95 percent probability that if
the study were repeated the same results would occur). Sub-groups shown in the charts throughout the report are
each labeled with a letter. Within the chart, a letter beside a percentage/number indicates that measure is
significantly greater than the corresponding measure in the column indicated by the letter. This provides
information on where and how these two age groups differ.

For example, in the chart below, Millennials who attended some of the exhibitions and events they could have
(column B), had the opportunity to attend an average of 9.8 exhibitions. This average is significantly greater than
the average for Millennials who attended all (column A, 2.8) and Millennials who attended none (column C, 4.4),
which means that there is a statistical difference—as defined above—between these results.
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Additional Interpretations, Generational Insights, and Recommended Actions  

CEIR contracted with generation expert Chuck Underwood, founder and principal of the consulting firm The
Generational Imperative, Inc. Mr. Underwood is one of the seminal scholars in generational study, having
researched generational dynamics for 23 years and authored the book The Generational Imperative: Understanding
Generational Differences in the Workplace, Marketplace & Living Room. His interpretations are meant to
supplement the findings of the qualitative and quantitative studies herein in order to offer additional specific and
actionable suggestions for exhibition organizers and exhibitors.

CEIR gratefully acknowledges a major grant from the Exhibition Industry Foundation that made this research
project possible. CEIR also appreciates and acknowledges the time spent by the CEIR Research Committee in
evaluating the results and contributing to this final report.
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Figure II.  Sample Chart

Millennials Generation X

Avg. Number of Job-related 
Exhibitions the Respondent had the 

Opportunity to Attend, or the Interest 
in Attending in the Past 3 Years

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 4.4 3.3 13.6 DF 5.1

(n=98) [F](n=283) [E](n=219) [D](n=93) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1200)
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Section 1
The Exhibition: Attitudes of Young Professionals 

When I hear the word “exhibition,”

I think…

“Vendors, presentations, discussions

and new ideas coming into the

field.”

-Andrew, 23

“Lots of people, lots of walking!

You’re definitely in for a long day.”

-Annie, 26

“I think of displays, people showing-

off stuff, excitement and energy.”

-Robert, 22

“Companies showcasing the best of

what they have. Trade shows set a

standard – it’s what I came for.”

-Albert, 23
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In an effort to identify how attitudes may impact the perception of exhibitions by younger generations of potential
attendees, CEIR’s online survey asked respondents a series of questions to gauge how they feel about exhibitions.

Study findings suggest that Millennials’ attitudes make their generation an opportunity for the exhibition industry.
However, GenXers’ core values and attitudes are very different. Many GenXers came of age with workaholic,
absentee parents. Now in adulthood, they do not want to be like their parents, whose work hours intruded upon
their personal lives. In many ways, GenX is an “island generation,” very unique in its core values from all other
generations, and this generation almost certainly will prove to be the “toughest sell” for exhibitions and events.

In CEIR’s survey, a series of 52 statements was asked of respondents to find out how they feel about exhibitions.
These ratings are important in that they provide insight on what elements of an exhibition can be modified to
appeal to these age groups, including programming and marketing messages. Analyzing these statements against
the psychographic findings, which tell us “who they are as people,” reveals some interesting characteristics.
Organizers can capitalize on these findings by emphasizing these attributes in their attendance promotion efforts.

Attributes of exhibitions with the highest impact on ALL respondents’ likelihood to attend are:

• An exhibition gives me good ideas I can apply to my job
• Exhibitions are an opportunity to advance my career
• Exhibitions are a good place to meet others in the industry/develop relationships
• Exhibitions are a good place to generate business
• Exhibitions are a good place to network
• Exhibitions provide the ability to see a new city
• Exhibitions provide direct access to experts 
• Exhibitions offer entertainment and excitement

Attitudes of Attendees
The good news is that those who have attended an exhibition, in both age groups, generally found the
experience positive and beneficial.

Those who have attended an exhibition generally enjoy traveling on business and are career-driven people. Their
careers are a high priority in their lives and they tend to be aware of their social responsibilities by making a
positive difference in their communities and the world.

Millennial attendees, compared to non-attendees, frequently responded that they enjoy meeting new people and
like frequent social interaction. They also tend to give their time to causes they believe in, and they want their
careers to have meaning.

GenXers who have attended an exhibition gave significantly higher ratings to the value of the event than those in
the same age group who have not attended. Clearly they invest more time and energy in pursuit of their careers.
They follow news coverage affecting the country and the government on a regular basis. They are more concerned
with appearance and are willing to spend time and money to create a positive impression.

Attitudes of Non-attendees
Researchers captured attitudinal responses and the psychographic statements of young respondents that had an
opportunity to attend an exhibition but did not attend and analyzed them together.

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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These findings present definable obstacles to attendance from both groups surveyed. The following negative
statements were of high importance for each group of respondents.

These ratings by young attendee and non-attendee respondents offer excellent insight to organizers. In sum,
organizers can use these findings to prioritize issues for improvement in their planning and execution of future events:

1. Non-attendees of both generations feel that exhibitions take too much time away from their personal lives.

2. Millennials who attended placed high importance on the fact that the exhibition must be held in a city they
are interested in visiting.

3. Gen X respondents who attended feel there are too many buyers and not enough sellers and that at an
exhibition there is too much pressure from sales people who staff the booths.

In the sections that follow, CEIR’s study will explore new ideas to implement changes in producing exhibitions that
respond to the specific attitudes young professionals harbor towards exhibitions.

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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Millennial (Age 18 to 27)

• I feel uncomfortable at exhibitions because I am
not at ease in face-to-face interactions with
people I do not know.

• Going to an exhibition takes too much time
away from my personal life.

• For me to attend, the exhibition must be held in
a city that is convenient for me to get to.

• For me to attend, the exhibition must be held in
a city that I am interested in visiting.

• Exhibitions are too expensive.
• I will only attend an exhibition if my company

pays for it.

Gen X ( Age 28 to 39)

• There are too many sellers; not enough buyers.
• Most exhibitions are dominated by older people

who are not friendly to people my age.
• Going to an exhibition takes too much time away

from my job.
• Going to an exhibition takes too much time away

from my personal life.
• Exhibitions are too crowded with people.
• Exhibitions are too expensive.
• At an exhibition, there is too much pressure

from sales people staffing the booths.
• Exhibitions are too tiring – you are on your feet

too long.
• At exhibitions, the training/educational sessions

are too group-structured, rather than individual-
structured.

• At an exhibition, I would prefer to attend
networking functions with people around my age
who are at a similar level in their jobs, rather
than with older, more experienced people.

• I will only attend an exhibition if my company
pays for it.
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The Exhibition: Young Professionals’ Opportunity or
Interest in Attending

Quick Stats:
• Eighty-four percent of respondents

who had the opportunity attended

one or more exhibitions in the past

three years. 

• There is a fairly large gap between

the number of exhibitions

respondents had the opportunity to

attend (7.6) and those they did

attend (2.8). 

• Among those who have attended

at least some exhibitions in the

past three years, about nine in 10

say they are very or somewhat

likely to attend an exhibition in the

next two years, given the

opportunity.

• Seventy-three percent of young

respondents interviewed created a

must-see list of exhibitors before

attending the event.
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Young professionals comprise a huge portion of today’s workforce and represent an
important target for exhibition organizers. Although they have differing characteristics,
both groups can be classified as technology savvy and innovative and they desire
instant access when it comes to education.

These two generations will challenge the evolution of exhibitions, pushing planners to
keep up with lightening-fast changes in digital and social media.

Here is what we now know about young professionals and their desire and opportunity
to attend industry events.

Statistics on Attendees
Respondents to CEIR’s online survey had an average personal salary of $61,300.
Overall, 84 percent of these respondents who had the opportunity to attend actually
did attend one or more exhibitions in the past three years.

Among all respondents in these two generations, 57 percent attended at least one
exhibition in the past three years (68 percent had the opportunity and 84 percent
actually attended.) GenXers had more opportunities (8.4) than Millennials (6.7), but the
actual attendance was about the same for both groups.

Overall, one-third attended all the exhibitions they could have, 50 percent attended
some and 16 percent attended none of them.

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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Figure 1-1.  Opportunity or Interest in Attending

NO - did not have 
the opportunity to 
attend, or interest 
in attending 
job-related 
exhibitions in the 
past 3 years. YES - had the 

opportunity to 
attend, or interest 
in attending 
job-related 
exhibitions in the 
past 3 years.

32%

68%

BASE
Total Completes + Incompletes

n=2178

A very high percentage say

they are likely to have the

opportunity to attend in the

next two years, and that they

probably will attend an

exhibition.
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Opportunity to attend exhibitions does not appear to be a problem for young
professionals—nearly two-thirds of the target group surveyed had the opportunity to
attend or interest in attending an exhibition in the past three years—and more than
eight in ten of those with the opportunity did attend at least one exhibition.

However, there is a fairly large gap between the number of exhibitions they had the
opportunity to attend (7.6) and those they did attend (2.8). See Figures 1-2 and 1-3.
This gap is larger among Gen X respondents than among Millennials, meaning that
when compared to GenXers, more Millennials who had the opportunity to attend an
exhibition chose to do so. It appears that a growth opportunity for exhibition organizers
is in inducing these younger people in both generations to attend more exhibitions.

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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Average Number of Job-Related Exhibitions 
the Respondent Had the Opportunity to Attend, 
or the Interest in Attending in the Past 3 Years.
(Total Sample n=1200)

Attended some 
they had the 

opportunity to 
attend.

50%

Attended all they 
had the 

opportunity to 
attend.

34%

Attended none 
they had the 

opportunity to 
attend.

16%
Average Number of Job-Related Exhibitions 
the Respondent Actually Attended.
(Total Sample n=1200)

7.6

2.8

Figure 1-3.  Exhibition Attendance Break-Down

Millennials Generation X

Avg. Number of Job-related
Exhibitions the Respondent had the 

Opportunity to Attend, or the Interest 
in Attending in the Past 3 Years

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 4.4 3.3 13.6 DF 5.1

(n=98) [F](n=283) [E](n=219) [D](n=93) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1200)

Avg. Number of Job-related
Exhibitions the Respondent actually 

attended

% Attended

2.8        2.8 C 3.5 AC 0.0 3.3 F 3.7 F 0.0

37% 100% 36% 0% 100% 27% 0%

It appears that a growth

opportunity for exhibition

organizers is in inducing

these younger people to

attend more exhibitions.

Figure 1-2.  Exhibition Attendance Among Both Generations
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Reasons Some Are Not Attending 
Approximately two-thirds of those who did not attend all the exhibitions they could
have said their reasons for not attending related to convenience. About two in 10 said
the location was the problem. This was cited more often among Gen X respondents
who had not attended any exhibitions than among the comparable group of Millennials.
Cost was the second most frequent reason given for not attending all exhibitions.

Fifteen percent overall said the event’s theme was their reason for not attending an
exhibition, e.g., not interested, subject matter not relevant to job, etc. This reason 
was more predominant among young professional respondents who attended 
some exhibitions.

The primary objections to attending exhibitions overall tend to be:

• Time away from the job
• Time away from personal life
• Cost
• Subject matter not relevant or interesting  

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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Figure 1-4. Reasons Why They May Be Unlikely to Attend if Given the Opportunity

Employer not approve/Allow time off from work to attend 2       - 4
Other miscellaneous comments 2       3 -

Cost (NS) 2 3 -
Too expensive/Cost too high 2       - 4

Other costs/Economy comments 2      - 4
Miscellaneous (NET) 5       3 7

Other employee(s) attended event 2       - 4

Personal/Family obligations prevented attendance 2       - 4
Cost/Economy (NET) 29       20 41

Budget restrictions/Cut-backs due to economy 13       6 22
Cost/Expense to travel 7      6 7

Company/Employer would not pay for me to attend 5       6 4

Millennials Generation X

Reasons why somewhat/very unlikely to attend an exhibition if 
given the opportunity

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3 13.6 DF

(n=35)

Total
Sample

Somewhat/Very Unlikely to 
Attend an Exhibition if 
Given the Opportunity

(n=62)

Event theme (NET) 47       51 41

%        % %

(n=27)

Event subject matter not relevant to job 
position/responsibilities

24       26 22

Not interested/Not important/Event a waste of time 21       26 15
Other event theme comments 2 - 4

Ease/Convenience (NET) 37       34 41
Conflict in schedule/Too busy to attend/Inconvenient time 27       29 26

Too busy at work/Event held during work week/Can’t leave work 5       6 4
Location of event/Event held too far away 3       - 7

Somewhat/Very Unlikely to 
Attend an Exhibition if 
Given the Opportunity

Two-thirds of non-attendees

said their lack of

participation was related to

personal convenience.
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Future Likelihood to Attend 
As shown in Figure 1-4, the most frequently mentioned reason for being unlikely to
attend an exhibition in the future related to the event theme—that the subject matter
would not be relevant or that they are simply not interested (47 percent overall).

Among those who have attended at least some exhibitions in the past three years, about
nine in 10 say they are very or somewhat likely to attend an exhibition in the next two
years, given the opportunity. About half of these say they are very likely to attend.

Those who attended no exhibitions in the past three years are significantly less likely to
attend in the next two years.

GenXers as a group are more likely to attend exhibitions if it will help them solve a
problem at work. GenXers also feel more strongly than Millennials that exhibitions take
too much time away from their jobs and are dominated by older people who are not
friendly to their age group.

Past Influences in Decision to Attend 
Among those who attended at least one exhibition in the past three years, the
primary influences on their decision to attend the most recent one were:

• To visit exhibitors and learn about new products/services (particularly among
Gen X respondents who attended all)

• To network
• To attend the educational programs (particularly among Gen X respondents who

attended some)

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals
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Figure 1-5.  Primary Influence in Decision to Attend Exhibitions

Other 3 4 3 3 3

Millennials Generation X

Primary Influence

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3 13.6 DF

(n=283) [D](n=219) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1009)

To visit exhibitors and learn of the newest products 
and services in my industry 29        23 28 36 A 29

To network with my colleagues in the industry 26 28 30 21 25

%        % % % %

The educational programs being offered 25 24 24 22 31 C
To compare products for future purchase consideration 9 10 8 10 8

The destination 5 6 5 6 4
To purchase and/or place orders 3 6 3 3 2

The primary objections to

attending exhibitions overall

tend to be:

• Time away from the job

• Time away from personal life

• Cost

• Subject matter not relevant

or interesting  

Nine in 10 previous

attendees say that they are

very or somewhat likely to

attend an exhibition in the

next two years.
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Interacting with Exhibitors
Nearly all attendees surveyed visited booths at their most recent exhibition.
Furthermore, 73 percent of young respondents interviewed created a must-see list of
exhibitors before attending the event. The strongest influence on which exhibit booths
they visited was whether the product or service was related to their jobs.

Gen X respondents who attended some (versus all) exhibitions were also influenced by
whether the product or service on display would solve a problem at work. Among
Millennials who attended some exhibitions, the incentives offered and the enthusiasm
of the exhibiting staff also had a strong influence on which booths were visited.

It is important for exhibitors to note that these young professionals may not make the
final purchasing decisions for their companies. However, two-thirds of all surveyed
respondents do have the power to make buying recommendations.

When asked how much they agreed or disagreed with a number of statements about
the most recent exhibition they attended, some of the statements with which they
agreed most related to exhibitors—especially if their perception of the people staffing
the exhibits was a positive one.

Other relevant findings as to exhibitor interaction include:

• Forty-three percent of participants responded that the displays of products and
services offered at individual exhibits at an exhibition made an exhibit
memorable to them.

•  When asked about the most memorable booths they visited, only 29 percent of
those respondents remarked that the exhibiting staff at an exhibit was what
made it memorable.
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Figure 1-6.  Influences in Deciding Which Booths to Visit

The games and prizes that are being offered by the exhibitor 20 22 22 18 20

Millennials Generation X

Influence(s)

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3 13DF

(n=283) [D](n=219) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1009)

Visited exhibit booths 96        96 96 98 96
Whether the product/service is related to my job 68 65 71 63 70

%        % % % %

Whether the product/service will solve a problem at work 45 38 43 44 52 B
How the exhibit booth looked 37 39 42 33 34

The types of incentives/give-aways being offered by the exhibitor 33 28 37 A 28 35
The enthusiasm of the exhibiting staff 24 23 32 D 19 20

Did not visit any exhibit booths 4 4 4 2 4
Other 1 2 1 - 0

“The least memorable

exhibits to me are the many

booths with just a brochure

and no way to show off their

product.”

-Justin, 28
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• Many young attendees expressed that they felt ignored by exhibitors on the
show floor because of their age. An important note about age discrimination:
Young professionals often may be perceived and treated by exhibitors as not
having buying authority. This mistake can cost an exhibitor future sales and also
impacts the young attendee in a negative way that influences his perception of
the value of exhibitions.

Interestingly, in addition to the prejudice to which they felt subjected to by exhibitors
because of their young ages, respondents also were slightly negative toward exhibiting
companies with smaller booth spaces. While larger exhibitors have the ability to pay for
high visibility on the show floor, smaller companies who can only afford a 10x10 may
(unwittingly) negatively impact the young attendee’s perception of their brand.

Exhibition Floor Layout
Regardless of age, visitors have always been quick to suggest different ways to assign
exhibit space that makes the exhibition more convenient for them. Those interviewed
and surveyed were no exception. Grouping exhibits by common products and services
was the most common suggestion.

A number of other suggestions included:
• Lounges with power ports spread throughout the exhibit floor
• Temporary conference rooms situated on the exhibit floor
• Wireless access throughout the hall
• Require visible booth numbers to find exhibitors
• Posting changes on the web site for easy look up
• Grouping smaller exhibitors in a pavilion type structure
• Healthy food service (e.g., healthy protein bars) throughout the exhibit floor 

Student Tours
One of the major differences in the U.S. exhibition industry versus Western Europe is
the exclusion of young people from exhibitions. In Europe, exhibitions are a family affair
frequently with even very young children in tow. In the U.S. most events exclude
children under 18, even with a parent. Part of our challenge with young professionals
is by the time they can attend exhibitions they have found other ways to learn,
communicate and even purchase.

Some exhibitions reach out to school districts and organize student tours of the exhibition.
These tours can be very helpful for introducing students to an exhibition, and as a career
guidance opportunity. If the tour is not well planned, however, the outcome can leave a
negative impression on both exhibitors and students. If a proper orientation is not provided,
students may exhibit poor behavior (grabbing premiums) as they visit booths, and students
may leave with a negative impression if the exhibitors are less than cordial.

One particular approach that serves as a good model involved an engineering event.
More than 300 students from 15 schools participated. All of the students were juniors
or seniors in high school who exhibited an interest in science and math. Each school
was required to provide a teacher or parent for every seven students. Names had to be
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“You can’t explain what a

trade show is … you have to

come and see it. The

immensity of this place and

the variety of products just

don’t click until you see it.

I really enjoy trade shows. If

I’m rich enough to keep doing

this, I will continue to come.”

-Cody, 24

“I probably won’t approach

exhibitors unless they

approach me first. I came by

myself, and was a bit

nervous coming in. I don’t

want to ask a stupid

question. I’m kind of

intimidated by some

exhibitors.”

-Nicole, 25
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provided in advance and the exhibition organizer made personal badges for students
and teachers.

Students were shown into a large ballroom set with round tables. At each table was a
volunteer industry person recruited to serve on the student tour committee. Each
committee member had been to the exhibition, determined a route they would follow
and the exhibits where they would stop, and talked to each of the exhibiting companies
where they planned to stop and advised them they would be coming by leading a
group of 10 students.

After some general announcements explaining the plan to the students, thirty groups of
10 left the ballroom following their industry professional leader. Since each leader had
selected their own route, they scattered throughout the exhibition hall.

Two hours later the groups returned to the ballroom where lunch was served and they
talked informally with their leader about anything on their mind. Most asked basic
questions about education, courses, the pros and cons of being an engineer, etc. After
lunch and a short program, students were allowed to stay longer or leave depending
upon their teacher in charge.

The benefit of the program was obvious. The exhibiting companies loved it and where
the students made stops, company executives frequently visited with them and told
them about the equipment on display and what the company did. The committee
members frequently volunteer for this duty every year as they enjoy the opportunity to
provide career guidance to interested young people.

This model may not work for all exhibitions but variations of it certainly will. In the end
the key was being selective with the students, requiring the schools to maintain
control, and treating the students like adults while they were at the event. For the
students, it was a valuable learning experience.

Summary of Recommendations  
Exhibitors should be educated on the value and future purchasing power of the young
attendee and training should be provided that helps to make the younger generations’
experience on the show floor better—in turn increasing exhibiting companies’ ROI.

Exhibition organizers should
consider initiating programs
geared toward exhibitors that
communicate the need for
developing the younger
professional in the industry. This
type of outreach should clearly
express to exhibitors how young
professionals perceive them as
leaders and experienced
professionals. In this manner, organizers can help promote interaction between
exhibitors and younger attendees.
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“[What comes to mind when I

hear the word ‘exhibition?’]

Opportunity. They’re typically

where you are going to see

what’s new in your industry.”

-John, 36

“At my age, I want to see bells

and whistles—put on a show for

me! I don’t want boring. I want

to be drawn-in and impressed. If

you’re talking to a young crowd,

give us a reason to be there.”

-Nicole, 25

When asked about the most

memorable booths they

visited, only 29 percent of

those respondents remarked

that the exhibiting staff at an

exhibit was what made it

memorable.

Organizers can help promote
interaction between

exhibitors and younger
attendees.[ [

solange
New Stamp



Social spaces can be created on the show floor to draw and retain traffic. Where
provided, casual seating will allow attendees to sit and relax, creating an environment
that promotes the idea that the show floor is as much the attendees’ space as it is the
vendors’ space.

For those events whose industry/professional work hours are not the traditional 8:00
a.m. to 5:00 p.m., show hours that are more flexible will help better accommodate the
younger attendee.

Before young attendees step foot on the show floor, organizers can explain that
innovations can be found in the smaller booths. Organizers should explore dispersing
different-sized booths so that
some small exhibitors have
high visibility locations and
work with newer exhibitors to
find ways for them to have a
meaningful impact on a
smaller budget.

Exhibition organizers should
promote new products and
services and ideas. Including
these age groups on the teams
that help to plan, design, promote and conduct these events can help organizers
prepare better and more meaningful face-to-face events for young professionals.

Young attendees came of age during the Technology Revolution, an age of extreme
innovation and exciting creativity. They are hungry to improve themselves and their
careers and to learn about the newest and the best. They embrace true expertise and
demand that their experience at the event and at each individual exhibit be worth the
time and money they are investing.

Exhibiting companies need to be sensitive to what appeals to these young professionals.
Many have grown up using more electronic communication than face-to-face experiences.
As such, face-to-face encounters with aggressive sales types can be intimidating. It is not
surprising that the study reveals a strong preference for one-on-many presentations
versus one-on-one, particularly on a first visit to an exhibiting company.

The study also showed a strong preference for interactive exhibits versus static
exhibits. And while size of the exhibit space is a factor referenced in this report, it is
important to note that smaller exhibits that incorporated interactive features fared as
well as the larger exhibitors.

Exhibition organizers should strive to put each element of the entire event and
individual exhibits “under the microscope,” examining every decision to ensure that
younger professionals feel that the event is so comprehensive and valuable that they
are truly losing a career-building opportunity if they do not attend.

The true value of exhibitions must be continually promoted to this technology-driven
generation. Getting hundreds, even thousands, of vendors, products and services into
one place at one time is a shopping experience that is not replicable. There is no better

Identify, Discover and Embrace Change from the Point of View of Young Professionals

12

POE 09-01

“I notice that some exhibitors

don’t take me seriously. I’m

persistent, so I’ll keep

pushing. This affects who I

will purchase from….”

-Tracie, 25

“I realize this is a kind of

sales environment, but some

companies force things down

my throat. I would rather

exhibitors have conversations

with me before they try the

hard sell.”

-Brian, 26 

“Being my age, I get

discriminated against. People

don’t think I have anything to

bring to the table.”

-Chad, 26

Survey findings suggest that
the three primary reasons for
not attending events were:
• Cost
• Convenience
• Irrelevance
[ [
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medium for this than at an exhibition. Understanding this value should be an easy task
for those who have already attended an exhibition—in on-site interviews, less than 7
percent believed that the event they recently attended could be held virtually.
Opportunities must be created that permit attendees to contribute their own ideas and
suggestions, and then showcase those ideas and suggestions on the Web site and on
the exhibition floor. Organizers need to find ways to make Millennials celebrities—to
make them important—at the event or at an exhibitor’s booth through contests,
giveaways, or displaying their ideas and faces on video screens.

Care should be taken to head off possible discrimination by the exhibition and individual
exhibitors against “young-looking” people. Do name badges include information that
might make young people easy to identify and ignore? Are exhibit staffers cold-
shouldering young adults and, thus, burning a future relationship, because the serious
buyers they covet are usually older people? Could most of the exhibit staff be their
parents? Exhibitors should pass every component of their event through a “discrimination
filter” to ensure that younger attendees do not return home with a lingering memory of
having been insulted because of their youth.

What about the smaller exhibits? The age groups in this study are likely to be drawn to
large and visually flashy exhibits. Organizers can cluster groups of smaller exhibitors
that share a similar theme, promote them accordingly and offer education sessions
that support the exhibits and their themes.

Key Point to Consider: The workplace strengths of GenXers include their exceptional
creativity, entrepreneurialism, and willingness to take risks. Include a strong
“innovation” component to the event. Accentuating new-product educational sessions
and exhibits will increase the appeal for GenXers.

Fostering Interaction Between Exhibitors and Young Attendees
Exhibitors need to realize the potential business they turn away through poor
behaviors (eating in the booth, cellular phone use, talking with co-exhibitors).
All exhibitors must understand the “you never know” concept when they
assume a young attendee has little buying authority or influence.

The burnout level of veteran exhibiting staff should be evaluated. Exhibitors
might consider replacing exhibiting staff who no longer have the passion to
engage all age demographics in conversation. A key to success is for
exhibitors to be enthusiastic and engaging with all attendees. Exhibiting staff
need to be willing to learn about them and their business needs and the
influence they have within their organization. 

Exhibitors should consider including male and female staff from the younger
generation on their staff when planning, designing and promoting their exhibit.  

Exhibitors must understand the importance of creativity. Automation,
entertainment and a friendly staff are the best traffic drivers. 

The younger generations do not appreciate the “hard sell.” Exhibitors should
endeavor to explain to younger attendees what they are offering and what
they are capable of without pushing a sale. 

“Interaction is big. Sometimes

it is hard to talk to people

because I’m seen as young,

[exhibitors] won’t come up

and talk to me. I have to ask

technical questions to get

appropriate responses. It

affects my business and

attitudes towards those

companies. I’m the youngest

person in my department by

20 years. I was chosen to

attend because I make good

contacts and am able to

communicate.”

-Justin, 24
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Section 2
The Delivery of Education

Quick Stats:
• Nearly nine in 10 recent attendees

participated in an education session at

their most recent exhibition. 

• When deciding which education sessions

to attend, the content of the session was

the most influential element. 

• The most preferred format for one-hour

sessions was to have a speaker talk for

about 45 minutes and use the last 15

minutes for questions. 

• 38 percent of study respondents

considered education sessions the most

important component of the entire

exhibition, over the exhibition itself,

meetings and social events.  

• Onsite research of young attendees

discovered that only 54 percent of

respondents’ expectations were met

when it came to the education sessions

offered during the exhibition.
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Meetings and exhibitions are the number one delivery system of adult education.
At any given moment on any given day there are more people learning in meeting
rooms than there are students sitting in classrooms throughout the entire world!

The preceding truism has been a fact for some 20 years. And as the concern for the quality of public education
has grown, the dependence on meetings has increased exponentially.

The greatest single change in exhibitions in the last 40 years has been the growing importance of educational
sessions. It has impacted event schedules and even convention center construction. The first-generation
convention centers built almost 50 years ago apportioned 80 percent of the space for exhibits and 20 percent for
meeting rooms. The new fourth-generation facilities being designed and built today are almost to a 50/50 ratio.

Education has always been primary for the scientific, engineering and health care events. This is further evidenced
by the professional societies being classified under paragraph 501(c)(3) of the U.S. Internal Revenue Code. This is
the same tax classification as schools and universities.

Exhibition organizers have come to understand the linkage between the meeting room message and the exhibition
floor. In many cases, new equipment and techniques are described in meeting rooms, then participants can visit
the exhibition floor and actually experience and see for themselves what they heard described.

Likewise, exhibiting companies have learned that using a scientific session to explain how something works
accelerates the sales process on the exhibit floor. It is the ultimate in using all the senses in an opportunity
exclusive to the exhibition environment.

One of the primary reasons for going to exhibitions is to garner intelligence about the industry. Educational
sessions and keynote speakers frequently provide their vision of the future as it relates to their business and their
industry. Technical sessions, on the other hand, usually address immediate industry problems and challenges and
offer keys to finding solutions.

Nearly nine in 10 attendees participated in an educational session at their most recent exhibition. When deciding
which educational sessions to attend, the content of the session was the most influential element. The title of the
session and the speaker also had an influence on many young attendees, particularly among Millennials (see Figure 2-1).
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Figure 2-1.   Influences in Choosing Educational Sessions

Did not attend any education sessions 13 16 14 10 13

Millennials Generation X

Influence(s)

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3 13DF

(n=283) [D](n=219) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1009)

Attended an education session(s) 87        84 86 91 87
The content of the session 57 50 66 69 70

%        % % % %

The title of the session 26 27 30 D 22 22
The speaker 24 24 29 D 19 22

The format of the session (e.g., lecture, workshop, seminar, etc.) 22 23 24 21 19
Other 2 1 1 1 3

solange
New Stamp



Key Point to Consider: Educational sessions are especially important to GenXers.
Their generation feels that knowledge is power. In their careers, they demonstrate a
desire to be mentored and to receive ongoing training. They are listeners.

Boomers and Millennials, on the other hand, are more likely to speak up and even
dominate discussions. Session chairmen should be made aware of this and control the
amount of input any single person has. The chairmen should also make a point to
identify “likely GenXers” in the audience and assertively draw them into the dialogue,
as they are not likely to initiate participation.

The study respondents indicated their most preferred format for one-hour sessions was
to have a speaker talk for about 45 minutes and use the last 15 minutes for questions,
provided the presenter does not just read a paper that has been distributed in advance
(See Figure 2-2).

Scientific events usually publish preprints or proceedings volumes of papers to be
presented at the meeting. Respondents urged that these print publications be
distributed electronically in advance of the meeting so they could be studied by the
attendees. This practice would also allow participants to achieve another goal—more
discussion and interaction between the audience and the speaker and less lecture.
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Figure 2-2.  Choice Preference for Educational Sessions

I would prefer for the speakers to 
talk for about 45 minutes and use 
the last 15 minutes for interactive 

questions and answers

I would prefer a hands-on 
workshop

I would prefer that the presenta-
tion be more of a discussion with 

the presenter seeking feedback 
from the audience

I would prefer for the speaker to 
tak for the whole hour so I can 

get as much information for them 
as possible

I would prefer sitting at a
roundtable discussion with a 

facilitator

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

1st Choice for Session Format 2nd Choice for Session Format

47%

27%

15%

6%

5%

25%

25%

25%

11%

13%

Session content is the most

influential element for young

attendees when deciding

which educational sessions

to attend.
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Thirty-eight percent of study respondents considered educational sessions the most important component of the
entire exhibition, over the exhibition itself and social events.

Since educational sessions frequently feature industry leaders, they offer young professionals the opportunity to
achieve another goal related to their desire to meet industry leaders and senior people and have an opportunity to
talk with them.

Topical programming was a major topic raised by the young professionals. Even though they recognize the
program time is limited and the meeting agenda crowded, they want to see their industry addressing issues such
as social responsibility and the environment. While they noticed and appreciated some of the “green” initiatives
they observed, they felt much more could and should be done in every facet of the event

On-site research of young attendees revealed that only 54 percent of respondents’ expectations were met when
it came to the educational sessions offered during the exhibition. Clearly, the improvement in the delivery of
education presents a major challenge for exhibition organizers.

Summary of Recommendations
To accommodate younger attendees, program planners need to closely evaluate the learning style and
preferences for length and interactivity of their audience. Sessions lasting more than two hours are too long for
any attendees, be they young or old.

Educational session topics should be all-inclusive. Nurtured, coddled Millennials want to attend sessions that offer
interest into not just their careers but into what life-lessons they can take away from the topic. Even during 
sessions directly related to their profession,
presenters should provide take-aways from the
session regarding life-lessons.

Webinars represent a potentially significant
opportunity for exhibitions to build communities,
sustain year-round loyalty and perhaps become a
new source of revenue for organizers. Paid-
admission webinars could be offered during the
exhibition’s off-season in which experts present
training programs on valuable topics that also help
to promote an upcoming exhibition.

This study identified cost, relevance and time as the primary reasons for not attending an exhibition. If separate
fees are charged to attend the educational sessions, organizers should investigate whether an inclusive event
“package price” might be offered at different price points that would increase participation and revenue.

The Web site provides an opportunity to highlight the educational sessions and provide a 365-day life to a three-
or four-day event. An electronic summary of the event can be offered and made available on the exhibition’s Web
site or on a CD/DVD. It should be so comprehensive and valuable that those who wanted to attend but could not,
because of cost or convenience, will pay a fee to receive the package. The package might include video clips,
audio clips, educational-session handouts and exhibitor collateral. The Technology section of this report addresses
this subject in more detail.

Keep in mind that young professionals came of age during the Technology Revolution, an age of extreme
innovation and exciting creativity. They are hungry to improve themselves and their careers and to learn about the
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Education must be a
personal experience that

translates to a valuable use
of their time and investment

in order for young
professionals to participate

[ [
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newest and the best. They embrace true expertise and demand that their experience at
the event and at each individual educational session be worth the time and money they
are investing.

As such, speakers and instructors are an obviously crucial component of educational
tracks, second in importance to the session’s content, according to respondents. A
speaker with a good combination of personable speaking skills and industry knowledge
is the best choice—a speaker’s age does not necessarily matter to younger attendees,
especially Millennials. Young professionals should be given the opportunity to meet with
the speaker on an individual basis if possible.

Although sometimes difficult to do at larger events, educational sessions need to be as
interactive as possible. Room sets should be conducive to learning and it should be
kept in mind that the younger generation has the ability to take in information from a
variety of directions. Social networks and blogs can be used for speakers to post
information on their session and to continue the discussion beyond the slotted time of
the educational program, creating an opportunity for the younger professionals to
interact with the speakers.

Education must be a personal experience that translates to a valuable use of their time
and investment in order for young professionals to participate. These young
professionals should be included in the content development of the educational
program and the overall planning of the event. Millennials, especially, want that
opportunity and the event will benefit from their input.
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“[The most important

component of this exhibition

for me is] education. I need

to see visuals of what some

of these new products do.

That’s key for our generation.

Since I’m new to this, I’m

forced to walk around and try

to figure it out myself.”

-Nicole, 25
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Section 3
Planning and Other Event Activities

Quick Stats:
• 35 percent of all respondents stated that

they attend exhibitions with the primary

purpose of networking.  

• 45 percent said that social events are the

most important component of an

exhibition.

• In CEIR’s onsite interviews, most

respondents agreed that they would take

advantage of a first-time attendee

program at the event they attended were

such a program offered.

• Many young attendees interviewed at

recent events expressed their

dissatisfaction with the volume of printed

materials distributed and the nature of

the food service at the shows’ venues.
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Social Responsibility
Psychographic survey questions revealed that in both generations, respondents who attended all or some of the
exhibitions they had the opportunity to attend gave significantly higher ratings than those who attended none when
the following statements were proposed:

• In my career, my top priority is to make a positive difference in my community and the world.
• Every person should choose an environmental cause and support it.

Young professionals, especially Millennials, are motivated by making a difference through social causes.
Specifically, when it comes to exhibitions, the majority of survey respondents in both generations stated that they
would like to learn more about green initiatives in their particular industry.

Even more specifically, many young attendees interviewed at recent events expressed their dissatisfaction with the
large volume of printed materials distributed at these events. Today, sustainable efforts such as going paperless
and recycling are all but required by younger attendees from exhibition organizers, exhibitors, venues and retailers.

Food Service
Food service was a particularly testy subject. Some of the criticism had to do with pricing, e.g., “Why does a bottle
of water cost $4?” But most of the comments referenced food options. In recent years, convention centers have
made great progress in developing food courts with well known franchise brands selling at the same prices as their
stores throughout the city. Most of these are “fast food” restaurants serving fried hamburgers, pizza and doughnuts.

Young professionals are more health conscious and practice better eating habits than the previous generations.
They are sensitive to fat, carbohydrate and calories in food. They prefer healthy protein bars to doughnuts and
salad bars and sushi to burgers and pizza. Successful facilities will be those that accept the challenge and find 
ways to serve the preferred dishes.

Meeting Planning
Respondents had several comments and suggestions regarding general meeting planning and logistics - however,
they were not generationally unique. Young professionals are accustomed to instant gratification. Complaints about
long lines, waiting time and distances to walk can be heard at most exhibitions...and the larger the event the
louder the complaints. Hopefully all organizers constantly seek ways to eliminate elements that create a nuisance
for attendees.

Some of the comments about meeting logistics included:

• Long lines at registration
• Need to visit more than one station to register
• Distance between meeting rooms
• Distance between meeting rooms and the exhibition hall
• Failure to post meeting room changes in a central area or online to avoid going to the announced room only

to learn you are in the wrong place
• Failure to post new exhibiting companies after the program was printed
• Failure to post changes in exhibit space assignments after the program was printed
• Lack of specific information on what will be covered in the educational sessions
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• Lack of a help desk for first-time attendees 
• No orientation program for first time attendees
• Sessions running over the posted time thus getting behind schedule
• Cost of transportation to and from the airport

Social Functions
Human interaction is a fundamental reason for exhibitions and events. Thirty-five
percent of all respondents in on-site interviews replied that they go to exhibitions for
the primary purpose of networking.

Social functions provide the best opportunity for networking and 45 percent said that
social events are the most important component of an exhibition. However, less than
half of those interviewed actually participated in social events at the exhibitions they
attended. The exclusivity of many pre-arranged social activities, cost, lack of interest in
the entertainment and lack of awareness were the primary reasons they did not
attend. Common responses from young survey participants were that they did not
know of any scheduled social event until they arrived at the exhibition.

Most young professionals probably have not built a network of colleagues or friends in
the industry. The experience of attending an exhibition and building these life-long
relationships is important. Exhibitors and sponsors should be keenly aware of the
modern generational perspective of access and inclusiveness and should be careful
about holding invitation-only events.

Planning a social function is probably the most daunting task one could have with four
cohorts participating. The food and beverage issues can be worked out with careful
comprehensive planning, but the introduction of entertainment is another issue entirely.
The progression of social functions is a particularly sensitive issue among
associations. Not many years ago, at association meetings the premier event was a
black tie function complete with a dais and a lengthy recognition program. Most
groups have abandoned that model for evening functions and now handle recognition
at plenary sessions and/or luncheons. The evening functions have become more
informal with cocktails and heavy hors-d’oeuvres or wine and cheese events. Ticketing
is usually necessary to limit the crowd.

Adding entertainment is where the generational difference really becomes problematic.
Unless the budget can afford a well-known and widely accepted star (think Madonna or
Elton John), the chance of pleasing everyone are nil. One of the events that participated
in the study featured Bill Cosby. Respondents found his performance “marginally
acceptable,” primarily because he has continued to make news as well as entertain.

It is not uncommon for each generation to develop its own taste in music and to
cultivate its own favorite artists. It is unusual for them to like the same music their
parents did. Young professionals listen to a wide variety of groups from The Dave
Matthews Band, Pearl Jam, Dixie Chicks to artists such as Mary J Blige, Jason Mraz
and Taylor Swift. But entertainment is not the reason they attend, and they do not
expect the music they enjoy to be featured at the event they are attending.
Social activities during an exhibition are not exclusively cocktail hours or receptions;
however, drinks and appetizers are definitely appreciated. Event producers should
learn from the young professionals attending their events what types of mixers they
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“Networking is big. The more

you talk, the more you learn.”

-Evan, 23
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prefer. Mixers might very well be those that offer physical activities and fun contests,
video gaming, rock-climbing walls and even karaoke. These types of activities provide
an excellent opportunity for networking, a major goal of the young professional.

One frequently asked question was, “Where do the local young professionals hang
out?” Simply identifying the part of town the younger crowd populates each evening
could satisfy their desire to meet new people of similar age, budgets, food and
beverage tastes and career interests.

Networking activities for this group actually include two types of opportunities at
events: networking with contemporaries their own age and at their own professional
level and networking with older experts, leaders and decision-makers. Consider these
two strategies when planning event-sponsored networking events.

Key Point to Consider: Exhibition organizers should take note that Millennials, unlike
GenXers, are a very social demographic. Millennials came of age when the media of
their youth constantly connected them “live” to other human beings through the
Internet, cellular phones, e-mailing, texting and tweeting. The nation’s classrooms have
even increased their use of “group projects” with Millennials—as a group, they
automatically think “we” and “us” and “team” and “group.” Social networking at
exhibitions, therefore, is something that will naturally be sought out by Millennials as
an important component of events.

Make First-Time Attendees Feel Welcome
In the on-site interviews, most respondents agreed that they would take advantage
of a first-time attendee program at the event they attended were such a program
offered. When holding a first-time attendee orientation, veteran attendees from the
same age group should be included in order to accommodate “tough sell” GenXers
while satisfying the Millennials’ craving for being a part of the event in a group-type
dynamic. It is crucial for exhibition organizers to not underestimate the value of making
young professionals feel welcome.

In a first-timers introduction program, a timeline of the event should be reviewed, and
the attendees should be told what to expect, helped to understand the show floor and
how it is organized, and given tips on how to engage exhibit staff. Have C-level
executives, exhibitor representatives and major supporters of the exhibition attend.
Just five minutes of their valuable time will be appreciated by the younger attendee.

Key Point to Consider: Millennials love being around Boomers and pre-Boomers,
unlike GenXers, who came of age skeptical of their elders. Millennials have come of
age constantly nurtured and guided by parents and educators and grandparents,
coaches and counselors. Exhibition organizers, and especially exhibit staffers, should
take advantage of this excellent attitude by treating Millennials respectfully, welcoming
them to the event, and being a part of first-timer and mentoring programs.

Furthermore, if the exhibition is using technology to match attendees with other
attendees and exhibitors with similar interests and/or to assist exhibitors in identifying
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Thirty-five percent of all

respondents stated that they

attend exhibitions with the

primary purpose of

networking.  

“I think they could do more to

bring the younger people

together. They should be

giving us opportunities to

meet with the senior

executives … If they had a

group of young professionals

who could help us express

and address our concerns …

that would be amazing.”

-Nathan, 30
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key prospects, a demonstration could be given during the first-timer event. Volunteer
mentors could also be provided who can be available to young professionals if they
need help navigating their way through the event.

Summary of Recommendations
Young professionals want more interaction with their peers, industry veterans and
vendors. They need to know that the exhibition they are attending is an event where
they can learn more about the industry, explore a variety of career opportunities, and
enjoy a variety of special events and activities designed to energize their minds,
increase their enthusiasm for their industry and their job, expand their social network
and stimulate productivity.

Simply hosting exhibition-related social activities may not be enough. Young attendees
may not be familiar enough with the industry or established enough to know familiar
faces in the crowd. Consider activities during the event that accelerate networking.

When planning social events, it is important to include young professionals in the
process. They can tell you what will work well and be well received and what will not.

Young professionals need to bond with fellow members who work in similar fields and
have similar responsibilities and career paths. Organizers should consider creating
events based on work specialties and should label educational sessions as being
applicable to certain career paths. Activities specific to a segmented focus within the
industry (e.g., research, development, construction, financing) could satisfy the desire
for young attendees to receive ongoing training in their line of work.

Creating specific networking events on the show floor during exhibit hours would
encourage young professionals to use the show floor as a networking area as well as a
learning laboratory.

Some 45 percent of interviewed respondents were dissatisfied with the food service at
recently attended events. These respondents complained of few choices and high
prices. Organizers should work with convention centers to offer more meal options
such as organics and fresh produce to cater to GenXers and Millennials.

Exhibition organizers should attempt to identify hotels that specifically target this age
cohort. Such hotels do exist. Generational targeting is a current strategy of the
hospitality industry.

Finally, creating specific networking events will harness young professionals’ need to
explore and experience the destination or area attractions. Finding a way to combine
their need to explore the city, while keeping them connected to the event, is important.
For some younger attendees, the destination is as critical as the exhibition agenda itself.

“I don’t have a lot of

contacts, and if I didn’t have

someone from my company

to show me around, I would

feel overwhelmed. A social

event, like a first-timer’s

thing, would be good.”

-Christy, 29

“Being my age, I get

discriminated against. People

don’t think I have anything to

bring to the table.”

-Chad, 26
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Section 4
Technology: The Impact of the Internet and Social Media  

Quick Stats:
• Nearly eight in 10 respondents use

information from the Internet to obtain

information about their job or industry. 

• Web sites are the most frequently used

sources of industry information by 78

percent of respondents.

• 56 percent of respondents said they

would prefer to receive information about

an exhibition via e-mail rather than by

other methods of notification. 

• 88 percent of respondents use a social

media web site regularly. 
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Young people use technology in a way that creates little division between their
needs and wants and the tools they use to fulfill those needs and wants—technology
is often an extension of themselves rather than just a tool they use. Thus, the
integration of technology before, during and after the event should be an essential
component of any exhibition.

The findings below validate the critical need for both exhibition organizers and
exhibitors to have a comprehensive social media strategy for reaching and engaging
young audiences.

Building Communities Through Social Media
A survey finding of social media usage by both generations confirms that
Millennials make greater use of these tools than do GenXers. On average, Millennials
also get more daily news from the Internet. Both generations spend a considerable
amount of time online.

Overall, among all respondents, 88 percent use a social media Web site. Millennials
are significantly more likely to use online sites than Gen X respondents. Facebook is
the most frequently used social media site by both generations.

Social media tools are increasingly becoming more important as a complement to the
face-to-face experience. Based on the findings that younger attendees want more
interaction with their peers, industry veterans and other vendors, organizers and event
marketers alike need to have a strategy for managing their online presence, including
the Internet and social media.

Forty-four percent of survey respondents regularly use an online version of a local
newspaper to obtain local, national and international news. However, this method is used
less by young respondents than local and national TV is used to seek out news coverage.
Sixty-four percent of respondents watch local TV news, while national TV news is sought
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Figure 4-1.  Social Media Tools Used

None of these 12       8 17 A

Millennials Generation X

Regularly Used

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3 13.6 DF

(n=600) [A]

Total
Sample

(n=1200)

Facebook 71       75 B 66

%        % %

(n=600) [B]

YouTube 46       51 B 40
LinkedIn 29       30 29

MySpace 25 31 B 19
SMS Usage 21       26 B 16

Blog Activity 14       16 B 12
Twitter 13       14 13

Flickr 8       8 8

88% of respondents use a

social media web site. 
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out by 47 percent of respondents, or slightly more than those who use online sources.
Furthermore, the online survey found that almost eight in 10 respondents used
information from the Internet to obtain information about their jobs or industries. At the
same time, one-half have used exhibitions or conferences as a resource for job
information in the past.

Event Web Sites 
Web sites are the gateway to an organization and its events as far as young
professionals are concerned. The generations that will follow will feel even more so
unless a technology alternative is introduced.

And while the young professional relies on Web sites for everything from information
to registering, reserving hotel rooms and even for on-site changes after the event has
begun, the ranking given by these young professionals of current event Web sites was
very low. The following is a list of the most common criticisms of event Web sites.

• Navigation is awkward and redundant. While the ability to click to move from
registration to reserving a hotel room is efficient, the personal information
entered in the registration template such as name and address does not pre-
populate the housing reservation form, requiring unnecessary re-entry.

• Information is out of date.
• Copy is crowded and hard to read.
• Instructions are incomplete and hard to follow.
• Graphics are cluttered and poorly organized.
• Page layouts are poor.
• Major links such as “computing pavilion” or “cloud computing” created

confusion … particularly for first-time visitors.
• On-site changes of session rooms and exhibit space numbers are not posted

on the Web site.

The participants were asked to identify positive examples of Web sites. The following
is a list of sites mentioned.

• National Association of Music Merchants
• Windpower
• National Association of Broadcasters
• Facebook
• CNN
• Google
• Chicago Marathon

Web sites are by far the most frequented sources for job and industry information by
both generations and are also the preferred source for obtaining this type of information.

Web sites are the most

frequently used sources of

industry information – by 78

percent of respondents.
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Figure 4-2.  Most Frequently Used Sources of Industry Information

Millennials Generation X

Methods used in past year to obtain information for/about your 
job/industry 

7.6 2.8 9.8 AC 3.3

(n=600) [A]
Total

Sample
(n=1200)

Information on websites 78       77 79

%        % %

(n=600) [B]

Trade publications and journals 60       61 60
Information sent through the mail 52       54 51

Trade shows/conferences 50 52 49
Webinars/Web Conferences 43       42 45

Education sessions held in conjunction with an exhibition 41       42 40
None of these 2       2 2

In particular, when it comes to an event’s Web site, young professionals want clear,
concise Web site navigation to find elements that are important to them. They want the
ability to:

• Register online quickly and with ease
• Create a personal schedule using the exhibition’s Web site, which can then be

downloaded onto a smart phone 
• Access speaker presentations
• Access the program handbook
• Access all elements of the event 

An overwhelming majority of respondents—89 percent of those interviewed—visited
an exhibition’s Web site before the actual event.

Attendance Promotion - How They Want to Be
Reached
More than one-half of respondents (56 percent) said they would prefer to receive
information about an exhibition via e-mail rather than by other methods of notification
(See Figure 4-3).

Direct mail was the second most preferred method of receiving information, but
remains a distant second to e-mail by 37 percent.

It is also important to note that among young attendees to exhibitions, 73 percent
created a must-see list of exhibitors before the event.

“It would be nice to have a

searchable database of

exhibition companies or a

database of product types [on

the event’s Web site].”

-Steve, 26
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Figure 4-3.  Preferred Method of Event-Related Communication

Millennials Generation X

Preferred Method of Recieving 
Information % % % % % % %

(n=98) [F](n=283) [E](n=219) [D](n=93) [C](n=313) [B](n=194) [A]

Total
Sample

Attended all 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended all 
exhibitions      

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended 
some 

exhibitions 
they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

Attended no 
exhibitions 

they had the 
opportunity 
to attend

(n=1200)

Direct mail

56 59 55 55 54 57 51
19 14 20 19 18 21 21

E-mail

Exhibition website

8        7 6 4 11 10 4
6 7 5 8 6 5 6

Industry publication

Radio/TV

Word of mouth

Newspaper advertising

2   1 1 - 3 1 3
1 1 1 1 1 2 -

Social networking sites

Other

None of these

6 7 7 5 5 3 10 E
3 4 3 3 2 1 4

0 1 0 2 1 - -
1 1 1 2 1 - -

When young attendees were surveyed at industry events, CEIR found that roughly half
of respondents interviewed first heard about the event or exhibition from a boss or
colleague, while the other half learned about the show through direct marketing.
Clearly, word-of-mouth, or viral marketing, regardless of how preferred it is as a
method of event-related communication, remains an effective marketing tactic among
recent exhibition attendees.

The exhibition’s database should be used to its fullest by including an age
demographic. A form-field can be included in which visitors with ideas or feedback can
identify the generation to which they belong. In this manner, the Web site will capture
suggestions and opinions along generational lines and will then deliver richer insights
and can also be used for attendees and exhibitors to find each other.

Summary of Recommendations 
Today, cell phone and WiFi popularity prove that young professionals do not always
need to plan for tomorrow because answers are usually a few clicks away. However,
our findings indicate that young attendees do their homework before coming to a
show—73 percent created a must-see list of exhibitors ahead of time. Through better
planning, attendees will have more time to spend on the exhibition floor.

The CEIR study revealed that the young attendees spend an average of 10.7 hours
visiting the exhibits. That compares to an industry average of 8.3 hours, reflecting a
higher level of interest than the average attendee. And, since they have pre-planned
who they want to see, their visit is a very efficient use of time. All attendees should be
encouraged to spend more time on the exhibition floor and to identify in advance the

Direct mail was the second

most preferred method of

receiving event information,

but remains a distant second

to e-mail by 37% versus 56%.
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companies they want to be sure to see, which will then allow time for browsing to
identify new companies that could become new suppliers.

By creating interactivity and building community through technology and finding ways
to break through the adage that virtual is not personal, organizers can foster more
face-to-face interaction time on the show floor. Exhibitors will appreciate the increased
traffic, and attendees will appreciate finding new products and services.

Some of the electronic devices and social media sites that consume much of the
younger generation’s time today will come and go. The best way for exhibition
organizers to remain
“current” in all things digital
is to include Millennials in
the planning, design and
execution of the event.
Exhibiting companies should
include this group in the
planning and design of their
exhibit.

It is critically important that
both organizers and event
marketers have a
comprehensive online
strategy. In addition to a
robust up-to-date Web site,
social media, such as Twitter, Facebook and other Internet tools, should be used to
reach targeted groups with specific messages

Event Web sites provide the opportunity to “build a community” of Millennials—a
group of followers interested in the event who will contribute ideas, opinions, guidance
and wisdom directly to the event’s Web site. Creating an application on the Web site
that permits Millennials to interact year-round with the event’s planners and decision
makers will help them feel a sense of “ownership” in the event.

Organizers should consider setting up generation-specific interior Web site pages and
design the pages for interactivity with visitors, engaging them before they arrive at the
exhibition to create the ultimate experience.

The event’s Web site and social networking tools can be used to build a community.
Contests and giveaways can be year-round and part of the event’s strategy of “building
a community” and gathering ideas and feedback.

Staying current by using new online tools and social media will allow exhibition
organizers and exhibitors the opportunity to exploit technology fully before, during and
after the event, to live where young professionals live—online.

Opportunities should be created that permit attendees to contribute their own ideas
and suggestions. Organizers should showcase those ideas and suggestions on the
Web site and on the exhibition floor and find ways to make Millennials celebrities—
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By creating interactivity
through technology and
finding ways to break

through the adage that
virtual is not personal,

organizers can foster more
face-to-face interaction time

on the show floor.
[ [

“I skim the…show

messages, but all of my

exhibitor mail is all trashed.

E-mail is better for me.”

-Chad, 26

“I received lots of mail. I

pre-register, so I get tons.

The promotions that tell me

‘bring this to a booth for a

free T-shirt are great!”

-Tracie, 25
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make them feel important—at the event and in the exhibitor’s booth through contests
or giveaways, or by displaying their ideas and faces on video screens.

The exhibition’s database should be used to its fullest by including an age
demographic. A form-field should be included for visitors to suggest ideas and provide
feedback. Provide a check box for them to indicate the generation to which they belong.
This simple technique will result in capturing suggestions and opinions along
generational lines, which will deliver richer insights and can also be used for attendees
and exhibitors to find each other.

Finally, investing in a Web site is a continuous process, not a one-time design expense.
An organizer must budget accordingly and find design talent that understand what the
primary audience, the young professional, is wanting and expecting.

The best way for exhibition

organizers to remain

“current” in all things digital

is to include Millennials in

event and exhibit planning,

design and execution.  
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