
Don’t attend your next trade show – own it.

TRADE SHOW 
PLANNING GUIDE 
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As soon as you know that you are planning 
on attending a trade show, grab this guide to 
help you prepare. We’ve managed hundreds of 
shows for clients across a variety of industries. 
This collection of tips and best practices will 
help you make the most of your business 
investment – and own the show. 
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At CBD Marketing we’re always thrilled to help our clients achieve outstanding results 

and maximize their trade show investment through innovative strategy, creative, 

publicity, and more. So, no matter what you’re trying to achieve, this is the guide you 

need to not only meet your business goals—but exceed them, every time.

We’ve learned a great deal over the years! Our trade show best practices have been 

honed from years of experience supporting clients at hundreds of shows across a wide 

variety of sectors. And with this guide we are happy to share them with you.

WHAT’S YOUR TRADE SHOW 
BUSINESS GOAL?

Capturing leads?

Driving awareness of your brand? 

Promoting a new product?
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INTRODUCTION 

In this guide, we will help you plan your 
pre-, during-, and post-show activities. 
And we’ll take a look at three critical components you’ll 

need to address in order to ensure success:

Strategy & Budgets

SB DP
Design & Production 

PS
Promotional PR and 

Social Media 

Regardless of the size and scope of your engagement, 

implementing each component is advised. A fully integrated trade 

show experience will better deliver a return on your investment, 

and satisfy the demands of all of your internal stakeholders.  
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PRE-SHOW

SETTING THE STAGE 
FOR SUCCESS. 

In order to make the most out of your 

show – and to continue to see the benefits 

for months afterward – lay the strategic 

groundwork first. 
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PRE-SHOW

PRE-SHOW PLANNING WORKSHEET 

Answer the questions below to inform the planning process.        

CONTINUED ON 
NEXT PAGE

Are you working with a show exhibit company or association?    no   yes

Are you planning on using an existing booth or creating a new one?    Existing    New

Show name Location

Date Have you secured your booth space?    no   yes Booth #

Is this trade show part of a larger strategy (e.g., a product launch or a lead generation program)?      

 no   yes 

Is there an important company or product milestone (anniversary, IPO, etc.) to be highlighted?      

 no   yes 

What is included with your show sponsorships (room drops, ad in show guide, etc.)? 

What would you like to add during your negotiations? 

Name: Phone: Email: 

Who receives and nurtures the leads after the show? 

Does it coincide with another important show that might put a strain on your booth assets and salesforce coverage?     

 no   yes 

What are the dimensions of your space?

Is there anything important to keep in mind in terms of your space (e.g., Is it near the entrance, a wall, the food area, etc.)? 

Are there any restrictions (e.g., height of signage, types of promotions allowed, etc.)? 
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PRE-SHOW PLANNING WORKSHEET CONT.

Which people within your organization are responsible for:

Name: Phone: Email: 

Submitting forms and documentation to show management? 

Name: Phone: Email: 

Booth delivery and setup? Booth signage?

Name: Phone: Email: 

Ordering supplies, catered food and service people for an in-booth event?

Name: Phone: Email: 

Managing travel arrangements and lodging?

Name: Phone: Email: 

Organizing show cleaning services/post-show tear down?

Responsibility:

Name: Phone: Email: 

Responsibility:

Name: Phone: Email: 

Responsibility:

Name: Phone: Email: 

Other responsibilities? 

Notes:
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“”“BY FAILING TO PREPARE, YOU 
ARE PREPARING TO FAIL.”

- BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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STRATEGY & BUDGETSSB

In this section, you’ll find important 
information that will help you to: 

n	 Turn your sales and marketing goals into 
KPIs that you can measure

n	 Estimate costs for standard line items

n	 Plan your presence
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PRE-SHOW: STRATEGY AND BUDGETS

DETERMINE YOUR SALES + MARKETING GOALS

Why are you investing in this show? To gain 

qualified leads? To drive brand awareness? To 

launch a new, innovative product? Maybe all 

three? Or maybe “…because our competitors are 

there so we should be, too.” 

No matter the reason, everything you do – 

from booth design to media interviews to 

landing those rich leads – must ladder up to 

your objectives and have well-defined key 

performance indicators (KPIs) associated with 

them. This will give your team a solid idea of 

how you will be measuring success. But goals 

and KPIs are often misunderstood. (See below)

TURN DESIRED RESULTS INTO KPIs  

Some examples of KPIs you may want to consider include…

“We want qualified leads.” 

Of course you do. But it helps to quantify that in 

order to measure ROI properly. 

n	 How many leads are you realistically hoping for? 

n	 How much are you willing to pay per lead? 

n	 How will you make those determinations?

Then, it’s important to define what a qualified     

lead looks like.

n	 Demographics

n	 Place in the purchase cycle (Ready to buy?             
RFQ mindset? RFI mindset?)

“We want to drive brand awareness.” 

By how much? it helps to quantify a percentage 

to strive for (e.g., a 20% increase in brand 

awareness). Just make sure your organization’s 

internal stakeholders are in agreement on what 

awareness means as well. 

Something else to consider – often times 

it’s through the trade show experience that 

the marketing and sales teams discover that 

they may not be delivering consistent brand 

messaging. Creating talking points, scripts, 

etc., that align to your brand platform will go a 

long way in ensuring a cohesive experience for 

visitors to your booth.

“We want to launch this awesome new        
product/service.” 

That’s really exciting – especially in a trade show 

environment. It motivates your sales team and 

gives them an authentic reason to engage with 

prospects. But how do you know if the launch was 

successful? There are myriad ways to measure 

engagement, including (but not limited to):

n	 On-site metrics

n	 Show-specific URL strategies

n	 SEO searches relevant to that show and                
your offering

n	 Online conversations

n	 Responses to press releases

n	 Editor interviews at the show

Again, this is part of what’s included in a fully 

integrated trade show strategy and something    

CBD always provides our clients.
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Planning and Execution

n	 Planning and strategy

n	 Brainstorms and working sessions

n	 Status calls

n	 Vendor sourcing and management

n	 Manage ment and coordination of form submission, 
supply ordering, etc.

n	 Production house visits and other vendor meetings

n	 Pre-show booth setup assistance

n	 Planning and management of special                       
hospitality events

n	 Concept development

n	 Booth design options and full layout

n	 Pre-, during- and post-show communication      
(email  or direct mail)

n	 Video development for the show or live video          
at the show

n	 Creative development for any creative assets such as 
trade show advertising, room drops, and collateral

n	 Agency representative(s) attendance and travel fees

Social Media

n	 Content development, hashtag development, 
Snapchat filters

n	 Platform management and live posting

n	 Platform header changes to promote the show      
and drive booth traffic

Media Relations
n	 Press release development

n	 Wire release distribution

n	 Press kit development

n	 Press event or press conference

n	 Scheduling media interviews

n	 Messaging development

n	 Media training/backgrounder, briefing tools

n	 On-site support for interviews or press conference 

n	 Post-show outreach/follow-up

Production Fees

n	 Booth production

n	 Propping

n	 Graphics

n	 Booth rental fees (furniture, storage, etc.)

n	 Freight and tax

n	 Setup and tear down fees

n	 Storage 

n	 Daily rental and service fees (electrical, carpet,  
garbage removal, food delivery, etc.)

n	 Inventory assessment

ESTIMATE COSTS  

Beyond associated exhibitor costs, there are additional standard line items you should 
consider when partnering with an agency. These can include (but are not limited to):

PRE-SHOW: STRATEGY AND BUDGETS
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HAVE YOU 
ACCOUNTED 
FOR...?

TRAVEL, LODGING 
AND LOGISTICS

PREMIUMS/GIVEAWAYS

HIRED TALENT AT         
THE BOOTH

WARDROBE – WHAT IS 
THE TEAM WEARING?

EXHIBIT BADGES FOR 
OUTSIDE PARTNERS

TRAINING FOR THE TEAM         
(SALES TRAINING, MEDIA TRAINING, 
GROUP BONDING ACTIVITY)

DATA AND ANALYTICS 
REPORTING

SHOW-SPECIFIC          
SEO STRATEGY
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DECIDE WHO WILL AT TEND

Outside of your sales and marketing staff, you may 

want to consider having other business partners at 

the show to ensure your goals are being met. 

At CBD, we highly recommend including 

representatives from your agency. They know 

your brand, your product line, your goals, and

can work the booth with you. Your PR team 

can assist in conducting media interviews and 

manage any media engagements.

And your creative partners can scour the 

floor for good intel on what your competitors 

are doing, and ensure that the booth itself is 

expertly representing your brand. 

Determine Booth Requirements

As noted on page 4 of this guide, you should 

have secured your booth space! From there, your 

biggest consideration is how will you be using 

it? Will you be leveraging existing assets or will 

you be investing in a new booth? A strategic 

planning session – best had at least six months 

in advance – should point you in the right 

direction.

Often, determining whether to go with a new 

booth versus an existing asset will have a lot 

to do with your business goals. For example, 

if you are introducing innovations, they most 

likely deserve true fanfare, so you may want to 

consider a new look. Or if you just rebranded, a 

booth that matches your look would be a must.

If you’re short on internal resources, a good 

agency will have a staff well-versed in trade show 

strategy, messaging, and design. They will be able 

to work with you to envision something new, help 

you repurpose existing pieces, and determine 

the best layout to increase booth traffic. Plus, 

they should have the expertise to act as a 

collaborative partner with your exhibit vendor 

to ensure that your brand is being represented 

perfectly.

Outline Steps and Milestones

Approximately six months before the show, 

compile a master list of important deliverables, 

dates, and deadlines. That way, nothing slips 

through the cracks.

You can create a dynamic production document 

that marks deadlines and milestones, and 

raises risk flags if you’re in danger of missing 

important dates. Share on Google Docs with all 

of your partners and vendors!

PLAN YOUR PRESENCE  

Once you have actionable goals in place, you can make some critical decisions 
in terms of how your company will be represented at the show.

PRE-SHOW: STRATEGY AND BUDGETS
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PRE-SHOW: STRATEGY AND BUDGETS

HOW’S YOUR                    
DIGITAL STRATEGY?  

Make sure you’ve captured analytics benchmarks. For 
example – know your site’s typical traffic so you can 
successfully compare it to probable increased activity 
during and post-show! Other things to consider:

MEASURE DIGITAL ACTIVITY

to analyze the ROI of your integrated 
marketing efforts and inform future 
trade show strategies

CAPTURE DATA

for pre, during, and post trade show 
tactics to evaluate how prospects 
engage with your brand in each phase

LEVERAGE UNIQUE URLS 

on your collateral and for your landing 
pages/website and see what resonated 
most with prospects
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DESIGN & PRODUCTIONDP

In this section, you’ll find important 
information that will help you to: 

n	 Develop a booth that attracts attention 
and is on brand 

n	 Address commonly overlooked questions 
and details 

n	 Consider and plan for any additional 
initiatives (press kits, room drops, etc.)
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DEVELOP YOUR BOOTH  

In the event that you’ve decided to make changes to your existing booth, or are 
interested in creating something new, there’s a lot to consider.

Share Existing Assets

It’s important to share any and all existing assets 

with your external partners (logo files, images, 

brand standards, etc.) right away. This helps to 

ensure brand consistency across all deliverables – 

not just booth design, but collateral, social media 

show engagements, and more. If you already 

have a booth structure, share all relevant specs 

for that as well. Remember to share your booth 

location, too!

Schedule Three Production House            
Conference Calls/Visits

VISIT ONE: Explore the possibilities for the 

booth. Ask the vendor to see samples of booths 

they’ve built, as well as options for materials, 

finishes, off-the-shelf components, etc.

VISIT TWO: Finalize structure and floor plan.

VISIT THREE: After final graphic files are 

released to the vendor, visit the production 

house one last time to review booth graphics. 

This is also a good time to coordinate with the 

production house for setup and testing of digital 

assets before the show begins.

Select a Concept and Floor Plan  

At CBD, we typically recommend you look at two 

to three booth concepts and floor plan/layout 

options (floor plans, schematics, etc.), giving 

you the opportunity to choose from a variety 

of executions. Remember to consider the booth 

journey: where attendees enter, what they see 

first, what will draw them in, etc.

Review the Booth Design  

The concept and floor plan/layout that you 

select informs all design and copy of the booth 

itself, as well as in-booth elements, external 

promotions, booth drivers, and more. 

Create Digital Assets

If you’re leveraging digital assets as part of your 

booth design, make sure to start with larger 

elements that take more time to complete 

(videos, interactive/VR experiences, etc.).

n	 Where is your space? Proximity to main 

thoroughfares? Near your competitors?

n	 What are the booth dimensions and are 

there any exhibit hall restrictions?

n	 Are there dimensional areas to consider? 

Platforms? Stages?

n	 Which products/services will be featured?

n	 Do you need a private meeting space? 

n	 Where will you store any literature and 

giveaways?

n	 If you’re having booth talent/

entertainment, where should they            

be positioned?

n	 Will you be serving food or drink?

n	 Is there a space designated for press      

and speakers?

IMPORTANT          
QUESTIONS 

TO ASK

PRE-SHOW: DESIGN AND PRODUCTION
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BUT WAIT – THERE’S MORE!

Your strategy and planning worksheet (see pages 7-8) will uncover a multitude of 
specific tactical items – from print and digital advertising to digital and promotional 
materials and more – that will need to be created/strategized in time for the show.  

Determine Deadlines

Print materials and purchased ads placed in 

show and/or trade publications will always 

have the longest lead-times, so get those in 

the pipeline early! Also, complicated digital 

deliverables, like a lead generation strategy 

with a show-specific landing page, a refreshed 

SEO strategy, or a custom virtual reality 

experience, will also require advanced notice 

and smart planning. Your agency’s Account, 

Digital and Production departments should be 

able to guide you through it all. 

Share Existing Assets 

Again, if they don’t have them already, it’s 

important to share any and all existing assets with 

any external partners (logo files, images, brand 

standards, etc.) upon inception of the project.

Approve Direction

At CBD, our teams work together to provide 

strategy documents and briefs of new elements 

needed for a show. Keep in mind that you should 

be given ample time to review and approve the 

direction so that your PR and marketing efforts 

achieve the desired KPIs.

Select and Approve Materials for Release

Depending on the deliverable, you should be given 

options for each piece being created. You should 

be reviewing all of these show assets, offering 

feedback, and providing written approval. Be sure 

you consider your legal department in the review 

process as well! Your planning document should 

reflect all of these deadlines.

n	 Pre-, during- and post-show email 
communications

n	 Direct mail show drivers

n	 New product sell sheets

n	 Leave behinds

n	 Press kits

n	 Branded promotional materials

n	 Room drops

n	 Propping

n	 Sponsorship materials and signage

n	 Landing pages

n	 Show-specific social media headers/
graphics

n	 Show-specific SEO strategies

n	 Data and analytics reporting

CONSIDER THE 
FOLLOWING

PRE-SHOW: DESIGN AND PRODUCTION
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“”“I  FEEL THAT LUCK IS 
PREPARATION MEETING 

OPPORTUNIT Y.” 

- OPRAH WINFREY
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PROMOTIONAL PR & 
SOCIAL MEDIA PLANNINGDPPS

In this section, you’ll find important 
information that will help you to: 

n	 Build buzz around the show 

n	 Put together a trade show press kit

n	 Organize and prioritize your PR and    
social media tasks
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PRE-SHOW: PROMOTIONAL PR AND SOCIAL MEDIA PLANNING

BUILD BUZZ AROUND THE SHOW 

Review PR and Social Media Plan

Your pre-show plan should address:

n	 PR and social media goals, timeline, milestones,      
and responsibilities 

n	 Product write-ups

n	 Key messages for each product and show overall

n	 Speaking engagements (secure eight to nine    
months in advance of the show)

n	 Press releases, press kits, and other materials 
showcasing your featured products and services

n	 Compilation of a media list

n	 Separate article ideas for each editor that can be 
incorporated into outreach with follow-up 

n	 Press event or press conference scheduling                
(if appropriate)

n	 Comprehensive show guide and schedule for      
media interviews

n	 Media backgrounder for each interview

n	 Media training if necessary

n	 Social media content calendars for pre-during-post-
show time frames

n	 Show-specific visual assets for PR and social media

Develop PR Press Kit Deliverables

A press kit is a basic deliverable for any trade 

show. Create electronic versions on flash drives 

and develop some hard copy versions as well. 

Large shows still have press rooms where press 

kits are available to media who visit. 

n	 Company backgrounder/fact sheet

n	 Executive bios with head shots

n	 Press release(s)

n	 Product images

n	 Marketing/sales sheet(s)

PRESS KITS 
INCLUDE

DON’T FORGET ABOUT PAID MEDIA! 

Running ads in show issues of trade publications or advertising on 
the show floor drives serious booth traffic.

TRADE
SHOW 

TIP
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n	 Obtain media attendee list from the show organizers

n	 Craft your pitch – personalize to each media person 
you plan to contact

n	 Identify subject matter experts (SMEs) – executives 
who will be talking to the press

n	 Identify Twitter handles for your own SMEs as well 
as reporters and editors who are attending

n	 Identify show-specific hashtags you will be using

n	 Start interacting with the show’s social media 
platforms and, potentially, editors or reporters     
with whom you want to connect

n	 Develop show-specific content calendars for social 
platforms and collect visual assets

n	 Start posting to your company’s social media 
platforms about the show and your upcoming 
participation, with booth number 

n	 Identify person who will interact on social media 
“live” at the show

n	 Keep schedule of interviews and update as necessary

n	 Develop a media backgrounder containing 
information about each editor and publication who 
will be conducting interviews, in addition to their 
area of interest and potential interview questions

n	 Organize all show materials in a briefing document 
for interviewees and SMEs

n	 Manage schedules of designated interviewees       
and SMEs

n	 Provide media training for SMEs (if necessary)

n	 Send calendar invites to interviewees and SMEs

n	 Develop signs for press room encouraging          
booth visits 

PRE-SHOW PR AND SOCIAL MEDIA TO-DO LIST  

Beginning 90 days before the show, you’ll want to make 
sure you’ve tackled the following:

n	 List of your company’s show 

attendees and contact information

n	 Interview schedule

n	 Locations of booth, interviews,   

and events

n	 Media backgrounder

n	 Key messages and product 

information

n	 Press releases and press                   

kit contents

WHAT’S IN 
A BRIEFING 

DOCUMENT?

PRE-SHOW: PROMOTIONAL PR AND SOCIAL MEDIA PLANNING
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“”“INDIVIDUAL COMMITMENT 
TO A GROUP EFFORT - THAT IS 
WHAT MAKES A TEAM WORK, 

A COMPANY WORK, A SOCIET Y 
WORK, A CIVILIZATION WORK.”

- VINCE LOMBARDI
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DURING SHOW

IT’S SHOW TIME! 

The trade show is finally here – and 

there’s a lot going on. Here’s how you can 

maximize all of the upfront work you’ve 

done, drive booth traffic, and make the 

most of your time at the show.
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AT-THE-SHOW CHECKLIST
Print this sheet and bring it with you to the show. 

SCHEDULE on-site booth walkthroughs, 

both the day before the show and the first 

day of the show. Before the show, make 

sure everything looks right, make a list 

of missing/forgotten items, and be sure 

to pick those up before the show opens. 

Before the show begins, walk your sales 

team through the booth and make sure 

they have the information they need. 

DEPLOY during-show communications. 

Make sure you have a clear CTA to 

enhance desired engagement. 

TAKE photos and/or video in the booth, 

with and without people. You can use 

these photos to promote your booth 

(and attendance) on your website, social 

media sites, and more. Plus, if planned 

correctly, you can shoot video footage 

that can be used to create a post-show 

follow-up piece. It can also be a helpful 

reference for the next show.

DISTRIBUTE press release(s) to 

show attendees and other key trade 

publications on the first day. 

CAPTURE discussion and editor 

questions during PR interviews for 

future follow-up.  

SUPPLY press kits to editors with 

scheduled interviews, as well as those 

who stop by the booth. If the show 

has a press room, stock it with your 

press kits and check the supply daily.

MANAGE media interviews and 

press conference, if scheduled.

POST and tweet from the show on 

social media platforms. Keep the 

social conversation going based on 

the pre-approved content calendars.

LEGEND Strategy & Budgets Design & Production 
Promotional PR & 
Social Media Planning

n	 Trashcans

n	 Cleaning supplies (for windows,     
countertops, products, etc.)

n	 Beverages

n	 Tchotchke holder (bowl, basket, etc.)

n	 Breath mints

n	 Pad of paper and pen (your back-up 
system for capturing info!)

TAKE INVENTORY

Some supplies are easy to forget – but essential during the show! 
Make sure you’ve thought of everything, including: TRADE

SHOW 

TIP
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POST-SHOW

THE TRADE SHOW HAS ENDED, 
BUT IT’S FAR FROM OVER! 

If you strategized wisely you should now 

have plenty of post-show data to review and 

leverage. Take a look at how your marketing 

performed. And take advantage of that post-

show momentum your sales team is feeling 

by arming them with materials and insights 

for follow-up.
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POST-SHOW

POST-SHOW CHECKLIST
How’d it go? 

After the show, go back to your established KPIs to guide you in measuring the value of your 

investment! But remember, that value will increase incrementally if you continue the conversation 

with customers and prospects after the show. Consider a comprehensive, well-strategized lead 

nurturing campaign with ongoing touchpoints that move prospects through the sales funnel. 

This is a critical step in building lasting relationships and getting the most out of                             

your trade show investment. 

LEGEND Strategy & Budgets Design & Production 
Promotional PR & 
Social Media Planning

HOLD an internal touch-base 

(retrospective) to discuss what went 

well and what you’d like to do differently 

in the future. We know that taking a 

good, hard look at the process will help 

you optimize for the next show.

CELEBRATE! Remember…taking on a 

trade show is no small feat. Celebrate 

what went well and give a shout out   

to the people who helped make it 

happen.

DEPLOY post-show materials. It’s ideal 

to send these within the first few weeks 

following the show. This will help you 

stay top-of-mind with those whom you 

connected with at the show – or help you 

make initial contact for those who couldn’t 

stop by your booth.

RECAP the success of the show using 

a comprehensive report that includes 

important KPIs: 

n	 Traffic to booth (S&B)

n	 Visits to landing page

n	 Open and click-through rates from emails

n	 Share of voice

n	 Number of media interviews

n	 Published articles – measure quantity        
and quality

n	 Articles to be published

n	 Social media results

n	 Impressions

n	 Delivery of key messages

n	 Quantity and quality of leads captured

n	 Requests for quotes (sales) 

n	 Competitor audit of show presence and activity

n	 Post-show social listening

THEN…GET READY TO 
START PLANNING THE 

NEXT ONE!
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54 W. HUBBARD ST., CONCOURSE LEVEL EAST, CHICAGO, IL 60654

DOUG DAVILA  |  312.661.1050  |  DDAVILA@CBDMARKETING.COM

READY TO OWN YOUR 
NEXT TRADE SHOW?

At CBD, we know a thing or two about trade shows. 
And we’re ready to help you achieve all of your goals. 

TO GET SOMETHING STARTED, CONTACT US TODAY!


