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Exhibitions: how to attract and retain Millennials and Gen Z 
 

Introduction 
There is a consensus in the industry that there is a trend for waning attendance figures 
among millennials and Gen Z’s at B2B exhibitions.  But why is this?  Could it be that the 
word “exhibition” is outdated and no longer relevant, or is it more fundamental and there’s 
a need to change the structure, content and activities that are commonly associated with 
them? 
 
Exhibitions aren’t necessarily seen as “outdated” but there are certainly barriers to 
attending and reasons for attending different events, such a conferences and external 
training sessions are varied. 
 
The desire for personal profile building, making business contacts, learning new things and 
entertainment is high.  We explore differences, explain challenges and offer solutions to 
help attract and retain ever demanding visitors. 
 
As part of Sapio’s overarching campaign to understand the way 1,000 millennials and Gen 
Z’s differ we sought to understand how this trade show format fits in as part of their 
business life. 

Key take outs 
1. Explore the differences – Millennials might be a generation, but exploring smaller 

subgroups and looking down to the young generation Z can provide more detail 
about specific drivers and motivations.  For example, 27-36 year olds are more likely 
to attend events, exhibitions, conferences or festivals to learn than 18-26 year olds, 
whilst the 18-26 year group have greater FOMO (fear of missing out) than 27-36 year 
olds. 

2. Focus on fun – exhibitions and events should really focus on providing fun and 
entertainment (whilst maintaining a goal of learning and education).  There’s no 
reason learning can’t be fun, on the contrary there is every reason to make it so. 

3. Sell self-development – personal development is a real driver to attend exhibitions 
for millennials, and they are most likely to attend exhibitions when the need for 
building a personal profile arises. 

4. The need to meet – nearly half of respondents (46%) said they would be encouraged 
to attend a B2B exhibition if it offered some type of networking.  Free for all 
networking was the most sought after, but offering a variety to suit everyone would 
be best. 

5. Redesign for relevance – exhibitions are not necessarily seen as out-dated by most, 
but implementing changes and providing new offerings will help make them relevant 
to younger generations. 
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Exhibition attendance trends 
Sapio Research has worked with exhibition providers for over a decade. We’ve seen trends 
come and go, but many pain points stay the same. Driving attendance, keeping the content 
relevant, showcasing what’s new and of course staying commercially viable is as critical 
now, as ever. 
 
The business-to-business playing field is particularly aware that it needs to attract a younger 
generation to its expos.  The ECEF 2017 Pulse report 1 found two thirds (65%) of executives 
find growing attendance a top challenge, with almost half (44%) stating attracting 
millennials specifically is a challenge.  Proving exhibitor return on investment (ROI) was also 
in the top three (49%), with both were rated as significantly more challenging than in 2016.  
But how does it do that when those entering the workplace today have grown up on a diet 
of digital multi, multi-tasking, a plethora of choices, the need for instant gratification and 
’something for nothing’? 
 

Millennials – homogeneous group or convenient label? 
As in many of the other studies we run, we see distinct differences within the millennial 
category and while thinking of them as just one group is convenient it isn’t necessarily 
helpful. Younger millennials 18 – 26 year olds (sometimes known as the digital natives or 
Gen Z) are quite different from their older 27 – 36-year-old peers.  And age is not the only 
differential, other defining factors can potentially influence groups, such as ‘employed or 
studying’, ‘parents or child-free’, ‘single or in a relationship’.  It is important to remember 
that one size does not fit all, and splitting the group into smaller subgroups can help 
understand mind-set and influences. 
 

Are exhibitions still relevant? 
Instinct suggests that the need for exhibitions should be diminishing as the world goes 
digital, but trends point to the importance and growing demand for live, exciting 
experiences2.  Eventbrite’s research3 found that more than three quarters of Americans 
(78%) would choose to spend money on experience rather than things and found that more 
than 8 in 10 (82%) had participated in live experiences in the past year, compared to just 
70% of the older generation.  The chart below, from the same report, illustrates the point. 
 

                                                      
1 http://www.lippmanconnects.com/resources 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/may/13/just-do-it-the-experience-economy-and-how-we-turned-our-
backs-on-stuff 
3 https://eventbrite-s3.s3.amazonaws.com/marketing/Millennials_Research/Gen_PR_Final.pdf 

http://www.lippmanconnects.com/resources
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/may/13/just-do-it-the-experience-economy-and-how-we-turned-our-backs-on-stuff
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/may/13/just-do-it-the-experience-economy-and-how-we-turned-our-backs-on-stuff
https://eventbrite-s3.s3.amazonaws.com/marketing/Millennials_Research/Gen_PR_Final.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/may/13/just-do-it-the-experience-economy-and-how-we-turned-our-backs-on-stuff
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/may/13/just-do-it-the-experience-economy-and-how-we-turned-our-backs-on-stuff
https://eventbrite-s3.s3.amazonaws.com/marketing/Millennials_Research/Gen_PR_Final.pdf
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It’s also pretty obvious that you can’t ‘Google what you don’t know’, so in an age where 
innovation and agility matter the need for business relevant inspiration is possibly greater 
than ever. Expos have the ability to filter noise with authority. 
 
So, it is unsurprising that Millennials aren’t saying that work related exhibitions are 
irrelevant, as their desire for experience outweighs things.  Our study of 1,000 18 to 36 year 
olds in the UK showed that only 14% of them consider B2B exhibitions to be an old-
fashioned concept. 
 
As ever the answer is complex, with many factors playing a part, as shown in the chart 
below.  Cost is a real concern, as is lack of content or interesting things.  And what is an 
experience if it is not entertaining? Is it still an ‘experience’? 
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Why millennials and their younger peers attend (or don’t attend) 
exhibitions 
When it comes to work related exhibitions, the older group (27-36 year olds) are more likely 
to not attend for fear of being sold to. 
 
But it isn’t just about reasons for not attending, a look at the motivations millennials have 
for attending exhibitions is equally illuminating. They still fulfil multiple roles but again there 
are key differences between age groups. 
 

Exhibitions as providers of learning and inspiration  
Learning and inspiration are two key reasons for attending exhibitions and they’re key to 
millennials too but again there are significant differences between the two age groups 
which reinforces the need to be wary of “millennial” generalisations and start thinking 
about Gen Z too. 
 

• Despite the digital native label, it’s actually the older group which is more likely to 
use webinars (22% of 27-36 year olds vs. 9% of 20-26 year olds vs. 13% of 18-19 year 
olds) 

• 27-36 year olds are more likely to attend events, exhibitions, conferences or festivals 
to learn (36% of 27-36 year olds vs. 27% of 18-26 year olds) 

• 27-36 year old’s (34%) are more likely to attend conferences compared to 18-26 year 
old’s (23%) 

• Three out of ten 18-19 year olds in the Gen Z heartland do not attend events or 
similar during their typical working year 
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Exhibitions as entertainment 
Exhibitions are primarily needed for learning, inspiration and discovery, but young people 
also use them, or want to use them, for entertainment.  Sixty-nine percent of respondents 
say that they attend events, conferences, festivals and exhibitions to have fun. 
 
The ECEF Pulse 2017 report4 found that 43 percent of executives were considering adding 
gamification as a new technology, whilst 38 percent were considering adding virtual reality, 
and 31 percent augmented reality.  This indicates that exhibitors are starting to understand 
the need for entertainment and are attempting to take advantage of this by introducing 
new technologies which can provide a fun, absorbing and interactive learning experience. 
 
Why not incorporate ‘real’ fun into events and exhibitions?  If you look up the ‘top fun 
things to do in London’ you’ll come across a vast array of ‘escape room’ games.  A simpler 
version of this type of activity could be used to cover not only fun and entertainment but 
also learning and networking.  Groups could be matched on networking preferences and 
placed inside a room with an educational task to fulfil.  This could be a real draw for younger 
people and fulfils many of their key exhibition requirements. 
 
There is no reason why the learning experience cannot be fun and interactive, and this is a 
key area to focus on when trying to attract younger people to B2B events. 
 

                                                      
4 http://www.lippmanconnects.com/resources 

: 

Conferences and external training courses, are attended a 
little more often than exhibitions

Thinking about your working life, in a typical year at work, which of the following do you attend or participate in? 

1% 
22% 

14% 
14% 
14% 
15% 
15% 

17% 
21% 
22% 

24% 
25% 

28% 
28% 

Other 

None

Professional membership events

Supplier events

Client events

Webinars

Industry shows

Product launches

Seminars

Whole company social events

Networking events

Exhibitions

External training courses

Conferences

Base: 781 Millennials in employment
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Exhibitions as networking 
Millennials like to network.  Free for all networking (30%) is the fourth most important thing 
to encourage young people to attend B2B exhibitions.  That is after free food and drink 
(46%), new employment opportunities (35%) and training sessions (33%). 
 
When we combine all three networking options (free for all networking, facilitated 
networking and being able to speak with the presenters/panel) we find that 46 percent 
would be encouraged to attend for at least one of these three, which is as many as those 
looking for a free lunch!  There is clearly a gap here, as just under a quarter (24%) say they 
go to networking events during a typical year.  It may be that there simply aren’t enough 
opportunities, or perhaps they do not count exhibitions as specific networking events.  
Either way, networking is high on the agenda and should not be bypassed. 
 

Exhibitions as profile builders 
Exhibitions are considered a great tool in the armoury of building ‘the brand of self’. Around 
two fifths think it’s personally beneficial to attend B2B exhibitions at that stage of their 
career, particularly for junior managers with a wide responsibility for other people. ‘Building 
a personal brand’ and the ability to make new business contacts is closely tied. 
 

 
 
Career progression seems to be particularly pertinent for our younger respondents: 18-26 
year old’s (32%) are more likely to think attending exhibitions is beneficial ‘in preparation 
for a career change’ compared to 27-36 year old’s (26%). 
 
Junior managers with a wide responsibility for other people are the most likely to value 
exhibitions for the purposes of learning about the latest products or initiative. 
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Millennials, Gen Z and learning styles 
Although there are many ways of learning and we use different learning approaches for 
different tasks, we looked to understand how they secured information for different 
purposes. For ease of analysis we tested four key learning goals: 
 

• Information for career development 

• Information to help effect change 

• Information for inspiration 

• Information to increase knowledge 
 
We then looked to understand how they would secure the information needed for each 
task. A scale with “reading only” as the least interactive learning approach through to 
“interacting only” as the most interactive option was used, and the results are detailed 
below. 
 
. 

 
 
 
Clearly learning strategies vary by goal and if the goal is to secure knowledge it seems that 
almost half (46%) prefer to do this through reading rather than interactive methods. 
However, when it comes to development there is a stronger preference for the interactivity, 
such as that offered by exhibitions. While this isn’t necessarily surprising when combined 
with the importance attached to personal development, it shows how powerful exhibitions, 
if positioned effectively, could be with this age group. In short, if event organisers can 
capitalise on the potential exhibitions hold in this area they could significantly increase 
attendance among younger people. 
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Millennials just want to have fun 
When we look at the bigger landscape of mass attendance occasions, the need for fun and 
the positive emotion this engenders is clearly a major driver. It might also be that everybody 
could benefit by acknowledging how important fun and positive associations are rather than 
possibly feeling embarrassed by them. 
 
If exhibitions are perceived as being “old fashioned”, “traditional”, “places where you get 
sold to” etc. there’s a strong chance they won’t appeal to millennials. It’s easy to argue that 
work and fun aren’t natural bedfellows but increasingly, leading employers are seeking to 
change attitudes by making workplaces a fun place to be. If both exhibition organisers and 
employers acknowledged that events needed to be entertaining and tap into emotional 
drivers, as well as providing all the traditional benefits, they might well appeal more strongly 
to millennials and Gen Z. Exhibitions can be a very effective way to learn but a failure to 
change perceptions and adapt might be affecting both their appeal and effectiveness with 
millennials.  
 

 
 

When is an exhibition not an exhibition? 
Given that emotional drivers for event attendance (e.g. to have fun) are often buried or at 
best not admitted to, and the term is poorly understood, the need to use the right phrase 
for the right activity is vital to convey relevance. If an organiser fails to do this, they aren’t 
going to engage with the new audiences and won’t increase future foot fall. 
 
When it comes to communicating with millennials and Gen Z it seems that it doesn’t matter 
what label you give to general content related to any industry or job function. 
 
However, if you have content that is specifically focused on an industry sector the term 
Event resonates the best. 
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If the content is very job function or skills focused and applicable to any industry, it’s the 
term Exhibition or Convention that is most engaging. 
 

 
 
However, it may be that a complete overhaul of terms could re-energise the sector.  More 
research should be undertaken, but why not try using ‘festival’, ‘fair’, ‘gala’, ‘show’, or other 
to instil that sense of ‘newness’ and ‘fun’. 
 
In short, although the exhibition industry might use words interchangeably it could well be 
that there needs to be a tighter focus on language and the way it’s used in connection with 
specific activities. 
 

  

: 

42% of events are very industry sector focused, while, 43% 
of exhibitions are very job function focused

Which of the following best describes the typical focus of these things you attend?

42% 

33% 

36% 

37% 

33% 

43% 

38% 

40% 

25% 

24% 

25% 

24% 

Events 

Exhibitions/Conventions

Seminars 

Conference 

Very industry sector focused, applicable to a wide range of job functions

Very job function/skills focused, applicable to any industry sector

General, applicable to any industry or job function, e.g. time management 

Base: 608 who are likely to attend activities in 
a typical year in their work life
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In summary 
Improving exhibition relevance isn’t just about personalised content or novel features. 
There’s a need to explain what they really are and what they can deliver. It would also help 
to ensure that exhibitions are fun and for both employers and exhibition organisers to 
accept that this is a good thing. People learn when they are having fun and if we’re looking 
to make the workplace more enjoyable, why not apply the same philosophy to exhibitions? 
 
Millennials and Gen Z as a group probably exhibit more “self-interest” characteristics than 
previous generations so it might well be that event organisers need to focus more on the 
benefits they can deliver for personal development and the need to connect. 
 
It is also important to understand that millennials aren’t a homogeneous group and look to 
understand the differences between the different age groups and life stages within it – they 
are significant and not necessarily predictable. 
 
We know the drivers and barriers to exhibitions attendance; the challenge now is to create 
an event which appeals to all and encompasses the needs of the visitor. 
 
 
 

About the Authors  
Sapio Research is an ethically minded, creative and professional, full-service market 
research agency, that help brands and agencies produce high quality insight to inform 
businesses and drive content generation. Sapio offer a range of traditional qualitative and 
quantitative research services, whilst also working with partners in areas such as digital 
strategy, content creation, brand purpose and behavioural change. 
 
Based in London – with vast global outreach – Sapio are a fresh, diverse team bringing 
together members of the consumer and business market research community. Their 
entrepreneurial spirit and wealth of experience helps clients to tackle both strategic and 
content focused market research with knowledgeable and innovative thinking.  
 
Along with the depth, expertise and clarity of their work, Sapio listen, understand, consider, 
challenge and then deliver compelling business insight, enabling clients to see things from 
their customers' perspective, understand their audiences and the markets around them. 
 
The Sapio team would be delighted to talk to you if you want to hear more about how our 
interpretation skills can be put to good use within your business.  Call us on +44 (0) 207 

2361 604. 
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