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Pre-Show Meetings
One of the last things exhibit managers seem to have time to worry about is the pre-show orientation/training meeting for their exhibit staff.  This can be a BIG mistake, planning is only the stage, and your staff are the actors and actresses who will either enthrall or alienate their audience – the show’s attendees.  

How long will an audience hang around when the actors don’t know their lines and they can’t find their props? Prepare your staff for an award-winning performance by introducing them to:

● Their stage - the exhibit

● Their script – the corporate message, qualifying questions, product information, the

company “party  line”, etc.

● Their props – products, product demonstrations, presentations, giveaways, lead retrieval 


system, or lead forms, brochures, etc., and

● The other actors - co-workers and presenters.

The following are my rules of thumb on the “who”, “what”, “when”, “where” and “why” of pre-show meetings.

Who should attend?  All staff working in the exhibit any time during the trade show should attend the pre-show meeting to be prepared to deal with anyone visiting your exhibit (whether they are attendees, the press, analysts, partners, competitors, etc.)  It should be made clear in pre-show communications (see Show Plan template) that attending this meeting is mandatory before working in the exhibit.  Ideally, a corporate executive will kick off the meeting, showing upper management’s support and commitment to the corporate trade show program. 

What should be covered? The pre-show meeting can cover any or all of the items on the following generic checklist.  There is no right answer to exactly what should be covered in a pre-show meeting, and much is dependent upon the experience level of the team staffing the exhibit, size of the staff, scope of products shown, size and complexity of the exhibit and promotional program.  

When and where should the meeting be held?  Ideally, product training would be held up to a month before at the corporate office, or can be held the afternoon before the show after in-booth training, or even at breakfast the day of the show prior to the in-booth orientation, depending on the travel logistics of your exhibit staff.  Product training can be held in a meeting room in the convention center, a local restaurant with meeting rooms, or at the hotel where staff is staying. Some of my best unintentional corporate reconnaissance has been at a competitor’s pre-show product training meeting in their neighboring exhibit.  Remember:  the walls have ears!   

The in-booth orientation training segment that does not discuss sensitive product information can be held the afternoon before the show prior to a product training dinner, or an hour before show opening following the product training breakfast meeting.

Why hold a pre-show meeting?  It’s ultimately your job as exhibit manager (AKA the corporate acting coach) to make the show a success which means preparing the actors for a prize-winning performance!  But no one says you have to do it alone.  Recruit upper management, your sales management, product managers, and even outside sales trainers or videotapes specializing in preparing your staff.

A CHECKLIST OF WHAT CAN BE COVERED IN A PRE-SHOW MEETING

Off-Site

   A kick-off by highest management staff attending the show, highlighting:

· corporate goals and objectives

· corporate message(s)

· management’s commitment and support of the trade show program

· preparation time involved to participate in the show

· corporate investment (expenses) involved

· reminder that all staff are representing the entire company so good behavior is required

· appreciation for staffs’ efforts

   Introduction of all staff and personal strengths:


· assignment of tasks (daily booth captain, PR contacts, technical staff for demos, competitive intelligence, attendance at educational seminars or sponsored  events, etc.)

  Strategy review:

· review of show attendee profile and anticipated number of attendees

· discussion of target audience that you want to reach

· show/exhibit theme

· review of corporate pre-show promotion

· corporate messages to deliver

Product overviews including small, laminated “cheat sheets”:

· features

· benefits

· applications

· specifications

· availability

· pricing (with any show specials being offered)

· competitive product review

· review last show’s 10 most frequently asked questions (FAQ’s)

· corporate “party-line” on difficult or sensitive issues

“Boothmanship” and  booth etiquette:

· review differences in selling on the show floor vs. conventional sales encounter

· review successful verbal and non-verbal communication with attendees including 

engaging, qualifying, enticing them to take action, gaining commitment for a 

follow-up action, and disengaging

· review body language

· review booth etiquette (no eating, drinking, chewing gum, talking on cells phones, reading the newspaper, checking emails on laptops or PDA’s,  talking with other exhibit staff in closed


circles, etc.)

Housekeeping details:


show dates and hours

badges

dress code

transportation (shuttles, taxis, directions if walking, etc.)
 

           storage room in exhibit for laptops, coats, suitcases or on-site alternatives


staffing schedule review   


  
special events schedule (mandatory vs. optional)


daily debriefing at the end of each day (awareness of  problems to make mid-course 

correction before next day’s show opens)

tear-down schedule and staffing  

On-Site

  Exhibit tour:


location of exhibit in relationship to entrances, restrooms, restaurants, coat check, etc.


location/contents of “Show Bible” in information/reception desk 

review of lead retrieval system



determine top 3 questions to qualify a suspect into a prospect

discussion of criteria for a “qualified” lead

A-F grading is preferable to 1-5 as everyone knows A is better than F





role play using the top 3 questions (if time permits) 


back-up hard-copy system if electronic system fails


importance of accurately and completely recording information on lead 

forms

preview demonstrations

preview live presentation(s)

review giveaway items and qualification procedure

 
keepers of the keys to locked areas 


message center (clipboard at information desk)


staffing schedule (clipboard at information desk) 


location of first aid kit


location of fire extinguisher in booth and on show floor

location of tool box
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