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Earlier the other morning I finished a webinar with my friends Peri McDonald and Becky de Loryn’ from salesforce.
com, the cloud computing juggernaut.

They asked me to do the webinar with them after they had read another Forbes piece I wrote called “The 12 
Commandments of Incredibly Successful Tradeshows,” with the 14 “Tradeshow Sins” in the comments.

Our company got attention from setting appointments with 1057 people at the Salesforce.com Dreamforce tradeshow 
in San Francisco before the tradeshow even began. Salesforce loves to help their partners any way they can and 
thought these skills would be very valuable. (In this economy we need all the help we can get!)

They acted as if nobody has ever done that before.

In fact though, most companies don’t even think about setting appointments before an event. We don’t go to an 
event if we can’t set enough appointments to pay for it in advance.

They asked me if I would be willing to put together a summary of the specific skills that we have found to be highly 
effective and efficient in pulling off events that actually bring results.

At tradeshows we used every one of these skills or strategies:

KNOW EXACTLY WHAT YOU WANT: 
Before you begin any campaign ask yourself or your team, “What are we trying to accomplish?” If you are planning a 
tradeshow; do you want leads, awareness, customer relationships, or market leadership?

STAND UP AND BE READY: 
Many exhibitor staff we watch at a tradeshow sits down behind a table. Don’t do that. Get out front with the people. 
Push the table back against the booth wall if you have a table and stand up, be ready. Don’t be caught sitting. Your 
company is paying thousands or tens of thousands for you to be there for very short periods of time. You can rest later.

ALWAYS USE THE MOST ASSERTIVE MEDIA: 
Nothing is better than face-to-face. A tradeshow s the ultimate opportunity (besides executive seminars) to get 
lots of prospects and customers in the same room for face-to-face discussions. Right after face-to-face are phone 
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discussions, then high impact mailers, then LinkedIn inMail connections, then LinkedIn messages, then direct social 
media messages (like Twitter), and finally email.

The strategy is to bridge people from passive to assertive media. Tradeshows are ideal if you get as much mileage out 
of your face-to-face meetings as possible.

We have even been able to take people from initial awareness to a closed sale right at our tradeshow events.

STAND OUT: 
At tradeshows we try to grab a good location. We use unique color schemes. Our data-driven targeting and social 
media strategy helps us stand out.

The biggest key is to give really great presentations!

Give something away that is really cool, but only if people are qualified to buy what you have, and let you spend a 
few minutes to educate them. Zig when others zag.

For years we brought all you can eat chocolate, the real good stuff, to get people to hangout in our suite or meeting 
room. At last year’s Dreamforce, we gave away nice sweatshirts. Domo (Josh James) gave away Skull candy 
headphones… to qualified prospects only of course.

TARGET PEOPLE SPECIFICALLY: 
Define who you want to meet by title and function at the tradeshow. For us it is sales directors over inside sales who’s 
teams uses salesforce.com. Then specifically search for them in your database of past tradeshows, LinkedIn, Twitter, 
etc. We use predictive analytics to know who to call and when to call in our targeting.

TREAT APPOINTMENTS LIKE APPOINTMENTS (BECAUSE THEY ARE): 
Get on the phone 3-6 weeks before the event and invite these people to meet you at the show. Set specific 
appointments during every spare minute during the exhibit.

We like appointments at weird times…. like 10:35 a.m. I learned that at FranklinCovey, the largest time management 
company in the world. People don’t forget appointments at unique or weird times.

Set appointments at meeting rooms and other locations when people can’t get into the exhibit area.

Keep an appointment database (we recommend the Salesforce CRM) when everyone is coming to meet you. Follow 
up immediately at the show if they miss the appointment.

KNOW YOUR KEY QUESTIONS: 
Track all of the questions that you get asked at your booth and summarize the answers to them for everyone who 
works at the booth or meeting rooms.
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LEARN THE BUSINESS CARD POCKET TRICK:
 I keep my own business cards in my right pocket. I hand them to people and ask for their business card. I write notes 
on their card that qualify them. Then I put them in my left pocket.  A little human ingenuity goes a long way.

POINT OUT YOUR COOLEST FEATURE: 
The old adage is “features tell…benefits sell!” But that is from old school sales trainers, who are right, but it doesn’t 
work at tradeshows

Cool features grab people’s attention.

Think of it this way. When you walk through a sales tradeshow with 100 different booths, every one of them 
promises to help you sell more and save money, don’t they? But what do you go home that night and tell your spouse 
about? It’s the booth with the coolest features.

Cool features grab attention, that’s what you are doing at a tradeshow.

I wonder if the Fonz, from Happy Days, has any idea what a powerful word he coined when he said, “Cool!”

REMEMBER THAT CLARITY TRUMPS PERSUASION: 
Besides the cool feature, you need to be to be clear when you tell people exactly what you do. Be simple. Be specific. 
Only after you are specific should you use metaphors in your language.

USE JUDO, NOT BOXING: 
This skill is very interesting. Judo uses the momentum and weight of an opponent against them by going their same 
direction, then shifting them in the direction they want to go. Observe and listen, then take the conversation the 
way they were taking it. Don’t just jump in and start spewing your canned speech. It’s like going to Nordstrom’s, they 
don’t run up to you and say, “May I help you?” They watch where you go, and start the conversation based on the 
context of where you go in the store.

BE ASSERTIVE, NOT AGGRESSIVE: 
Assertive is somebody who is willing to introduce themselves to anybody who walks by, aggressive is somebody who 
won’t let them leave and won’t let them get a word in edgewise.

Be assertive, not aggressive.

Introverts struggle with this; extroverts do it naturally. Just remember, it’s your job, and everybody else who is doing 
it right is being assertive.



- 4 -

BE DRAMATICALLY SPECIFIC: 
When you give statistics or case studies, don’t use round numbers. They seem made up. When you tell people about 
your technology, tell them 58.7% improvement in contact rates by calling with local call ID, NOT you will improve by 
half. When you set an appointment, say 10:45 on Friday morning at the bottom of the entry stairs… not I’ll meet you 
in the morning in the entry way.

DIVERT A RIVER, DON’T DIG A WELL: 
Have one of your staff stand out in the traffic flow and move them to the booth (divert traffic). Don’t sit behind the 
desk and yell out to them (create traffic.)

TELL AN EMOTIONAL STORY THAT PEOPLE CAN RELATE TO: 
This is so powerful. I just sold my home to a family who told me a true story about how they would use my home 
to raise their three little boys. It tugged at my heartstrings. I had 7 different offers in two days (the market is really 
good; theirs wasn’t even the very best. But my wife and I wanted this family.)

FOLLOW UP IMMEDIATELY: 
InsideSales.com learned the power of doing this after our landmark research with Dr. James Oldroyd and Kristina 
McElheran of Harvard Business Review. Together we found that you need to respond to leads very quickly. Real time 
is optimum, 5 minutes is best practice, and 1 hour starts getting too late, a day later is way too late.

Do we always pull this off? No. But almost.

This same skill of immediate response is profitably applied to immediate follow up. Our reps start keying in 
business cards right at the show, and finish up that night in the hotel rooms. Ideal is to move people to a meeting 
room and follow up in real time, next best is to set appointments right at the show for the days following the show, 
and minimum is to get the business cards into the system and following up that night with an email, LinkedIn 
connection, and a phone call the next day.

We at InsideSales.com invented a technology we call ResponseAudit, where we go to a company website, put in a fake 
lead with a real phone number and email address, and track how fast and how persistent their salespeople are in 
responding to those leads.

We have now done this over 16,000 times.

The average company takes 39 hours and 22 minutes to make their first attempt at calling back a lead.

BE PLEASANTLY PERSISTENT: 
The other landmark research that Dr. Oldroyd did with Dave Elkington, our CEO, was to determine that sales people 
aren’t nearly persistent enough.
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The average sales person only makes 1.5 phone calls attempts to follow up on a lead that comes from the website. Our 
research shows the average sales rep should make 6 to 9 attempts. We make 12 to 15. We only leave 3 voicemails and 
send 3 emails though, or you become a pest. (Full disclosure: we use our own patented technology to accomplish our 
immediate and persistent follow up.)

Here’s the scariest stat of all: Only 27% of leads ever get contacted!

BRIEF AND DEBRIEF: 
I learned a process from the United States military and my background in the Boy Scouts of America. I tell the story 
in one of my articles called “Great Presentations: Tips from Great Presenters for Scouters” of the book “Flawless 
Execution” by James D. Murphy, or “Murph.” He teaches that if fighter pilots always brief each other prior to a 
mission, they then engage in the mission, then they immediately get together afterwards and debrief so they can 
learn and improve. Their name and rank are on patches on their flight suits have Velcro. When they walk in the 
debriefing room, they symbolically tear off their names and ranks and leave them on the table at the doorway. Then 
they can be blunt and honest and forthright, not worrying about repercussions.

Take really good notes.

In the same article, skip down to #46, and read more about how fighter pilots and Boy Scouts improve after every 
event, read the oatmeal story.

This is one of the most powerful skills you can learn to put on world-class tradeshow events.

PLAN WAY AHEAD: 
FranklinCovey at one time was the largest training company in the world. While there we learned that with 8 weeks 
of lead time, you can pull off almost any event. Now don’t get me wrong, in a huge venue like the Moscone Center in 
San Francisco, that salesforce.com uses every year, you need to play a year or more in advance.

RINSE AND REPEAT: 
As you are getting ready to plan a new event, pull out the notes from your debriefs, and make sure you review them 
in time to plan for the next event.

Good luck!


