
L I P P M A N  C O N N E C T S   ·   E X H I B I T  S A L E S  R O U N D T A B L E   ·   O C T O B E R  2 0 2 6

Beyond the Booth
The new rules of exhibit and 
sponsorship engagement

Joe Federbush
CEO & Chief Strategist
EVOLIO Marketing



Three POVs. Three Different Challenges. No clear solution.

EXHIBITOR

CMO/CSO Suite

Both believe in the channel 
but can't prove it to the CFO.

EXHIBITOR

Exhibit manager

Costs up. Budget flat.
Sentiment towards 
organizers is not very strong.

EVENT ORGANIZER

You

Loyal accounts, shrinking 
footprints, shifting dollars, 
questionable outcomes.

All three are being challenged at once. 
Here is what the data says each one is thinking.
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Various populations. Over 1,400 responses.

459
organizers

Exhibit & Sponsorship Sales Research 
(128), Attendee Acquisition Research 
(331). HCEA Healthcare Convention 
Outlook Study (10).  August 2025-
August 2026.

303
exhibitors & sponsors

Exhibitor Advocate Sentiment 
Studies (218), HCEA Outlook Survey 
(85). Exhibit Leader Focus Group 
(8).  December 2025- August 2026.

374
major tech trade show 
attendees

Return attendees on absent 
companies and offsite activity. 
January 2026.

363
large manufacturing 
trade show attendees

On adjacent technologies and event 
direction.  June 2026.

Feelings Aren't Facts®. 

Plus 10 healthcare organizers (HCEA, directional) and a July 2026 exhibitor focus group. Self-selected senior practitioners; read as strongly directional.



T A K E A W A Y  1  O F  5

1 Growth is based on price, 
but exhibitors’ budgets 
are flat.



T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  W H A T  O R G A N I Z E R S  R E P O R T

Revenue is up. So is the rate. But is space keeping pace?

64%
raised cost per square foot

50%
sold more net square feet

Source: Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · Trade Show Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers. 64% also grew exhibit revenue; 69% face pricing pushback; 68% expect higher exhibit revenue next year.



T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  E X H I B I T O R  B U D G E T S ,  2 0 2 6

Exhibitors: Only 36% got more budget this year.

36%
budget increased

16% healthcare

50%
stayed flat

61% healthcare

15%
Decreased

13% healthcare

Source: EVOLIO + The Exhibitor Advocate Sentiment Survey  (n=101); HCEA GST26 healthcare brands, 2026 budget vs 2025,

EXHIBITORS’ AND SPONSORS’ BUDGETS 2026 VS 2025



Exhibitors: 
Rate event program value 
“excellent / good” 

62%

2025

75%

2026

However, sentiment towards organizers… 
(% strongly agree/agree)

Value my participation 72%

Align with my objectives 55%

Provide valuable tools 55%

Communicate / transparent 53%

Build a long-term relationship 51%

Bases: Exhibitors n = 100 (2026), n = 241 (2025, directional). CEIR 2026 Marketing Spend Decision Report, May 2026.

T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  E X H I B I T O R  S E N T I M E N T

Exhibitors: Event value is high, but sentiment is not.



T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  W H A T  E X H I B I T O R S  R E P O R T

Exhibitors experience your growth as a rate increase on their 
relatively flat budget.

62%
of the exhibitor budget is space, 
services, and shipping, before a dollar of 
their own promotion

55%
of exhibitors agree that increased costs 
now outweigh the value

Source: Exhibitor Advocate Event Sentiment & Outlook Study with EVOLIO, n=101 exhibitors (budget allocation Q23; cost vs value Q11, T2B). 80% name costs and budgeting their #1 challenge.



T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  W H E R E  T H E  D O L L A R S  G O

The money is not leaving events. But it is shifting.

85%
of organizers see exhibitor dollars shifting. 

43% standard → custom
31% space → sponsorship
31% Your event → their own events

Sources: Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · Trade Show Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers. Exhibitor Advocate Event Sentiment & Outlook Study with EVOLIO, n=101 exhibitors (Q9, select all).

ORGANIZERS SEE IT

64%
of exhibitors scaled back their presence at some shows. 

55% send fewer staff. 
45% cut sponsorships. 
40% cut shows.

EXHIBITORS DID IT



T A K E A W A Y  1  ·  I N  T H E I R  W O R D S

“The first thing to be cut is the sponsorship, because the 
cost of merely showing up is not optional.”

“So many sponsorship options feel like a money grab.”

Exhibit program leader, Rising Costs focus group, July 2026

Source: Rising Costs for Exhibitors focus group, The Exhibitor Advocate & EVOLIO, July 2026 (qualitative). Your highest-margin line is their most discretionary one.



T A K E A W A Y  2  O F  5

2 Are your exhibitors 
moving off the floor 
(yet)?



T A K E A W A Y  2  ·  W H A T  E X H I B I T O R S  S A Y

Meetings beat the booth. And exhibitors know it.

43%
would rather run their own offsite 
activity than exhibit, at some shows

66%
say scheduled in-person meetings 
outperform their trade show program. 
The only channel rated above the show.

Source: Exhibitor Advocate Event Sentiment & Outlook Study with EVOLIO, n=101 exhibitors (offsite preference Q11, n=97; channel effectiveness vs trade show program Q27, n=67).



T A K E A W A Y  2  ·  W H A T  O R G A N I Z E R S  D O  A B O U T  I T

Most of you watch exhibitors’ outside activity, 
yet few events build for it.

58%
monitor exhibitors' outside 
activity

33%
restrict it

30%
create an official way to bring 
it inside the show

Source: Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · Trade Show Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers (response to outside or private activity, select all). 37% of large shows (125K+ sq ft) already see dollars 
going to exhibitors' proprietary events, vs 19% of smaller shows.



T A K E A W A Y  2   ·   L E A V I N G  T H E  E X H I B I T  F L O O R

9/29/2026: Sony, on the floor since the first CES in 1967, leaves entirely in 2027 after partially leaving in 2026
2025: Samsung gave up a ~36,000 sq ft LVCC booth for its own showcase at the Wynn.   CES sold the space quickly.  

The biggest exhibit floor in the US could not hold its anchors with priority points alone.



T A K E A W A Y  2  ·  W H A T  C E S  A T T E N D E E S  T O L D  U S

The attendees notice when anchors leave, and it has some
impact on future attendance plans.

75%
the absence of major companies 
decreased their overall event  
experience

30%
say it was significant enough to affect 
whether they attend in the future

Source: EVOLIO CES 2026 attendee study, return attendees, n=374. Q: How does the absence of these companies from the show floor affect your overall experience at CES? Significant negative 30%, minor negative 45%, 
no impact 20%, did not notice 5%.

USE CASE



T A K E A W A Y  2  ·  W H A T  C E S  A T T E N D E E S  T O L D  U S

Attendees blame the brands, not the show, but the show still 
suffers the consequences.

Source: EVOLIO CES 2026 attendee study, return attendees, n=374. Q: How does this change affect your perception of those companies? Significantly more negative 14%, slightly more negative 36%, no change 50%.

74%
planned to visit those companies if they 
were still onsite

64%
think less of the companies that left the 
exhibit floor

USE CASE



T A K E A W A Y  3  O F  5

3 Sell consultatively. 
What that actually means.



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  H O W  E X H I B I T O R S  A N D  S P O N S O R S  D E S C R I B E  O R G A N I Z E R S

8% call you consultative. 38% call you transactional.

Transactional: sells inventory or visibility 38%

Inconsistent: depends on the organizer 32%

Responsive: accommodates requests 12%

Strategic and consultative 8%

Policy-driven: rules and compliance 3%

Sources: HCEA GST26 Future of Healthcare Events Study, EVOLIO, preliminary Aug 2026 (brands and agencies n=60; organizers n=10, directional) (Q27, Q32). Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · Trade Show 
Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers (sales approach).



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  T H E  C O S T  O F  T H E  G A P

Why do sponsorships get cut first? They don’t consistently 
deliver value, and it’s hard to prove ROI.

20%
of sponsors say sponsorships 
consistently deliver value

68%
say sponsorship value is mixed or 
inconsistent

Source: HCEA GST26 Future of Healthcare Events Study, EVOLIO, preliminary Aug 2026 (brands and agencies n=60; organizers n=10, directional) (Q25, 5-point scale; T2B 20%, mean 3.1). Exhibitor Advocate verbatims: 
“They sell us concrete and inventory.” “Sponsorships are a money grab.”



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  W H A T  D E C I D E S  T H E  S A L E

Exhibitors’ objectives dictate 62% of their decisions. Your 
recommendations only move them 5%.

62%
decide on alignment with their brand, 

50% business objectives
50% on audience quality.

5%
decide based on the organizer's 
recommendation or consultation

Source: HCEA GST26 Future of Healthcare Events Study, EVOLIO, preliminary Aug 2026 (brands and agencies n=60; organizers n=10, directional) (Q24, what determines whether a sponsorship is worth it, select up to 3). 
Also: exclusivity 42%, measurable engagement 33%, cost vs alternatives 33%.



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  C O N S U L T A T I V E ,  D E F I N E D

A lack of understanding and a failure to ask the right 
questions are causing exhibitor churn.

1
Discover

their objectives, 
KPIs, and ICPs and 
buyers

2
Size

Quantify the 
number of their 
ICPs and buyers in 
your hall

3
Align

Potential 
opportunities with 
their objectives

4
Agree

Strategy, approach, 
potential outcomes

5
Report

Timely.
Accurate.
Relevant.

Objective first. Inventory last. Proof always.

Framework: EVOLIO consultative sales motion. Step 2 uses ICP attendee counts and the Buyer Density Index, an EVOLIO proprietary audience-quality metric, not gross attendance.



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  A I  I S  Y O U R  R E S E A R C H  D E S K

Always know more than they expect.

Company & 
products

› Competitors ›
Other events 
they're in and 
what they’re 
doing

›
Alignment and fit 
with your 
audience

›
Triggers: 
launches, 
partners, new 
execs

Output: a deep-research report and a sales cheat sheet, per account, before the call.

Then keep it current: an agent watches the news for new products, partnerships, executive moves and funding, and refreshes the 
sheet. That is selling consultatively.

Prompt (in notes) abridged from EVOLIO's CATTLECON prospecting case study. 60% of organizers are confident finding new prospects, the lowest sales skill measured (Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · 
Trade Show Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers).



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  A I  I S  Y O U R  R E S E A R C H  D E S K

Due diligence for consultative selling



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  A I  I S  Y O U R  R E S E A R C H  D E S K

Due diligence for consultative selling

EVOLIO example. Replace with your own account.



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  T W O  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W

AI can be your best friend.  It is also your exhibitors’.

Y O U R  A I

Who is missing from my floor?

T H E I R  A I

Which shows should I be in? At what level?

78% of organizers use AI; 2% call AI prospecting their most effective channel (Beyond the Booth, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · Trade Show Executive, May–Jun 2026, n=128 organizers). Healthcare teams: 41% exploring, 
30% piloting, 24% operational (HCEA GST26 Future of Healthcare Events Study, EVOLIO, preliminary Aug 2026 (brands and agencies n=60; organizers n=10, directional)).

YOUR AI EXHIBITORS’ AI



T A K E A W A Y  4  O F  5

4 Grow through adjacent 
markets and options.



T A K E A W A Y  4  ·  T W O  W O R D S  T H A T  G E T  C O N F U S E D

Adjacent does not mean emerging.

ADJACENT

What your current buyers already 
touch. The step before or after what 
your exhibitors showcase. Same 
buyers with wider interests and 
buying options.

EMERGING

New solution looking for buyers.
Great for a press release and what’s 
new.  May require different buyers, 
longer cycles, uncertain buyer intent. 

Framing: EVOLIO. Quality of attendee is now organizers' #1 acquisition challenge, ahead of quantity (Attendee Acquisition Roundtable research, EVOLIO · Lippman Connects · TSE, Mar–Apr 2026, n=106 organizers). Every 
added category raises buyer density or lowers it.



T A K E A W A Y  4  ·  E X A M P L E :  R A P I D  +  T C T  2 0 2 6

Ask the audience. They will tell you where to expand.

37%
want ‘Manufacturing Show’ to 
stay focused but expand 
selectively

33% stay tightly focused · 21% expand broadly · 9% not 
sure

Source: Attendee research, EVOLIO, April 2026, n=363. Q: How valuable would it be to include more content and exhibitors in each adjacent area? Q: Which direction would make [event] most valuable?

USE CASE

Post-processing 74%

Materials development 67%

Hybrid components 63%

Robotics and automation 60%

Digital twins 59%

Workflow software 33%

% rating it valuable to add as content and exhibitors. 9 of 11 adjacent areas cleared 50%.



T A K E A W A Y  5  O F  5

5 Build the skills and agents 
that do the legwork.



T A K E A W A Y  3  ·  T W O  P O I N T S  O F  V I E W

AI can be your best friend.  It can also be wrong.



T A K E A W A Y  5  ·  F I V E  S T E P S

Define. Choose. Build. Connect. Operate.

01
Define
purpose, accounts, 
what good looks like

8 hrs

02
Choose
an approved platform

3 hrs

03
Build/Train
its brain: your data, 
prospectus, ICP rules, 
tone

46 hrs / 8 wks

04
Connect
signals in, cheat 
sheets out

8 hrs / 2 wks

05
Operate
track, refine, repeat +
maintenance

ongoing

Every week: scans the news, refreshes the cheat sheets, flags who is missing, drafts the outreach in your voice.

Hours are EVOLIO's own sales-agent build (2026 ESR case study); yours will vary with platform and data readiness.



✓  WHERE ORGANIZERS & EXHIBITORS AGREE

The channel still matters
Organizers expect growth; 75% of exhibitors rate value 
excellent/good; CEIR ranks it #1.

Content is king
Thought leadership is the #1 sponsorship ask (79%) and a top reason 
exhibitors attend.

Custom over standard
Both sides are moving from packages to tailored, outcome-based 
opportunities.

Cost is the pressure point
Organizers' #1 pressure is budget cuts; exhibitors' #1 challenge is 
cost.

✕  WHERE THEY DO NOT

Value: proven vs. felt
79% of organizers are confident they prove value; only ~half of 
exhibitors feel it.

Price vs. cost
Organizers hold/raise price (cost/sq ft +64%); exhibitors say 62% of 
spend is non-revenue.

'No major shift' vs. offsite
Some organizers see there’s an exhibitor shift, while 43% of exhibitors 
would rather host offsite.

Relationship gap
Organizers feel they partner; ~half of exhibitors don't feel aligned or 
valued long-term.

20   |   EVOLIO Marketing

W R A P  I T  U P

Two lenses.  Where both parties agree. Where they don’t.



W R A P  I T  U P

Five new rules

1 Price got you here. It will not get you to 2028.

2 The floor reaches 100% of attendees.  Offsite reaches 36%. Use that to your benefit.

3 Their objective first. Your inventory last. Proof always.

4 Adjacent grows revenue. Emerging is for what’s new. Ask the audience.

5 Build your agent(s). Sixty-five hours, then it never sleeps.

All figures from EVOLIO research, 2025–2026, with Lippman Connects, Trade Show Executive, The Exhibitor Advocate, HCEA and SME. Reports free at evoliomarketing.com/insights.



Feelings Aren't Facts®
The CMO, the exhibit manager and the salesperson all want the same thing: a buyer-dense floor 
at a defensible price, with proof it worked. Be the show that proves it.

G E T  T H E  R E S E A R C H

• Beyond the Booth: Exhibit & Sponsorship Sales (June 2026)
• The Attendee Acquisition Reality Gap (April 2026)
• Exhibitor Advocate Event Sentiment & Outlook Study

evoliomarketing.com/insights

Q U E S T I O N S

Joe Federbush
CEO & Chief Strategist, EVOLIO Marketing

joe.federbush@evoliomarketing.com
+1 512 635 7477
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