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Trade Shows and Resource Fairs:  Get the Most from your Visit
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JMU Small Business Development Center
Small businesses are always on the prowl for that competitive edge, and that edge can sometimes be found in the one place that small businesses often overlook – trade shows and fairs. Business owners and entrepreneurs who stay attuned to new, up-and-coming resources and ideas have one thing in common: they take advantage of every opportunity they can to network. 
Trade shows, resource fairs and similar events are one opportunity for vendors to congregate with a common goal: meeting with you, the small business owner. Never will you be able to find so many useful contacts willing to speak with you and offer you their services in one place. When attending a show, it’s important to take some measures to ensure you achieve the greatest possible experience from your time. 
Have a goal.  Having a predetermined goal will allow you to focus your attention on the vendors most beneficial to you and your business. The show itself could be very large; don’t spend too much time at one particular vendor, especially if they aren’t offering you what you want/need. On the other hand, do not completely discriminate; keep your eyes peeled at all times for a good deal or a good connection. The best aspect of trade shows is the opportunity for networking. Talk with vendors; get to know them and what they do. Tell them what you do. You might someday need each other and a previous acquaintance with them could become very advantageous.  

Work the floor.  When you arrive, walk the floor once or twice just to get a feel for who is exhibiting and what they are selling. Make a list of the vendors with whom you want to speak.  Visit the ones most important first. Once you’ve achieved what you came to do, walk the floor one more time simply meeting people and engaging them in conversation. This is a great way to network with other businesses and circulate the name of your business – and your business cards. 
Be confident and prepared.  If you’re interested in a particular business, inform yourself on who they are and what they offer. The vendor will take you more seriously and, in turn, give you more personal attention and specific information. If you are meeting an exhibitor for the first time, let them know that you are just browsing and are impressed with their display. Don’t be afraid to ask questions and get information.
Organize and categorize. Exhibitors are notorious for handing out mounds of paper: brochures, business cards, fliers, pamphlets, etc. The information you obtain can be overwhelming. When you get home make sure to go through all those papers; make notes on who was especially helpful and separate those of immediate importance from those that could be useful at a later date.
Attending trade shows and resource fairs can be an invaluable opportunity for your business. It is a two-way street: business-to-business networking is a crucial component to the growth of small businesses, so take advantage of every opportunity that arises. Remember: be confident, knowledgeable, and goal-oriented…and bring plenty of business cards!
For free business assistance with any aspect of starting or operating a business, contact the Shenandoah Valley Small Business Development Center, with offices in Harrisonburg (540-568-3227) and Weyers Cave (540-234-9261 x 2246), or visit our website at www.jmu.edu/sbdcenter. 
