
Inside the Data: 
CEIR Insights for Industry Leaders

Marsha Flanagan, M.Ed., CEM
President & CEO
IAEE | CEIR | Exhibitor Group

Presenter Notes
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It’s a genuine honor to be here with all of you today. I appreciate the opportunity to present today at ESCA.




What Do Trends Mean 
For Companies That 
Build, Support and 
Activate Events?
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Presentation Notes
Today I'm not here just to share research. I'm here to answer a question.
What do these trends mean for the companies that build, support, and activate events?

Because if exhibitors are investing differently, if young professionals engage differently, and if organizers are facing new pressures, then the show floor has to evolve as well. The data helps us understand where that evolution is headed.
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Let’s look at the current state of the business events industry as a whole. Business events are a major economic driver globally, with trade shows playing a critical role in recovery and growth.

Global Industry Scale and U.S. Economic Contribution showed that business events attract 1.65 trillion participants generating $1.3 trillion in direct spending 

The U.S. trade show segment represents 17% of the business meeting event market with $170 billion in direct spending and supports just under 3 million jobs

This spending contributes $96 billion to GDP, highlighting the sector’s substantial economic role
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In fact if business events were an economy….we would be the 16th largest. Larger than these countries lists.



Event Demand is Surging in North America
Hotel Room Nights Trail 2019 Levels
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Presentation Notes
According to the recent EIC Global Economic Significance Study, the North American market is still at 92% recovery on group hotel room nights, with a positive forecast of 124% of 2019 levels in the next 12 months

This recovery is slow but steady, indicating ongoing momentum toward pre-pandemic levels. Canada is actually surpassing 2019 room nights by 2% and RFP activity by 38% and is ranking third in hotel room nights and fourth in RFP activity signaling a demand and growth potential as that country is 
outperforming the U.S. at the moment.






Exhibit and NSF Has Lead Recovery, Attendance is 
Starting to Rebound, a Good Trend
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In looking at the CEIR Index data, which measures the performance of the U.S. B2B market based on attendance, number of exhibits, NSF and total revenue, attendance lagged exhibit space growth but is picked up notably in 2025, improving sales potential for exhibitors.





2025 Outcomes Vary by Sector
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The Index also tracks performance by 14 industry sectors and there are some specific sectors like construction and transportation that are exceeding 2019 levels while retail and consumer goods lag behind 




Administration Factors

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Increased defense spending
Extension of personal and corporate tax cuts

Interest rates
Immigration restrictions/labor shortages

Health of industry sector(s) served
Global supply chain

Travel costs
State of the economy

Changes to federal spending
Federal government freezing of grants
Federal government job cuts/agency…

Geopolitical landscape
Inflation

US tariffs and retaliatory tariffs

Very negative Negative Neutral Positive Very positive

Macroeconomic Factors Imposed Headwinds in 2025 
and are Expected to Continue in 2026
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When asked what macroeconomic factors are imposing headwinds, it is no surprise that  U.S. tariffs and inflation along with geopolitical landscape are the top three again this year.



Trends Among Attendees and Exhibitors
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I would like to move onto insights from other recent CEIR research that is currently available for download.



Exhibitor Investment Speaks to Value Placed on 
Participating at the Right Shows
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The Marketing Spend Decision report is a repeat, last done profiling 2017 events uncovers that the B2B exhibition channel remains the #1 marketing budget spend. Exhibitors were asked to indicate how their annual marketing budgets are allocated across all marketing channels: in-person, digital, print. That it remains #1, at about the same % level speaks to the enduring value of the channel in supporting the marketing and sales objectives of companies where in-person, face-to-face engagement is integral to how products and services are marketed. Despite expectations, digital channels have not overtaken trade shows as the primary spend area.

However, 75% of exhibitors also invest in digital channels, indicating an integrated multi-channel marketing approach. Organizers are encouraged to offer digital marketing support before, during, and after events to amplify exhibitor messaging and ROI.
Digital Marketing Support is Critical for Exhibitor Success with pre-event digital promotions, live event amplification, and post-event follow-up as key engagement points

Providing exhibitors with impactful digital tools can enhance the value of exhibiting and help maximize their investment
Digital and physical marketing synergy strengthens exhibitor reach beyond the trade show floor

Though near majority plan to exhibit at same number, 28% plan to participate in more. The top three important objectives for exhibiting are:  sales lead generation, branding (build or reinforce awareness), f2f engagement with customers, 86%+. But when it comes to evaluate the success of exhibiting, it is more about sales: 62% say #1 metric important to management is sales focused, 34% prioritizing lead volume and 28% post show sales closed (for those that track sales closed post-show, 83% say sale needs to close within 9 months for a show to get credit for a sale).



Young Professional Attendee Show Floor 
Engagement Preferences Insights Point to Bright 
Future for Industry
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Another study that was conducted this year – Cracking the Code of Young Profession’s Trade Show Floor Engagement Preferences took a look at what really drives young professionals on the show floor. Insights indicate they highly value networking and discovery offerings. These are valuable insights for designing more engaging show floors and exhibitor interactions.

Networking and Product Engagement are Top Priorities with 81% of young professionals likely to return based on their show experiences and they appreciate experiential elements and feeling part of a community or “tribe,” which drives loyalty and repeat attendance.

The research told us that most young professionals don’t fully plan ahead. They come to explore.
That means your show floor needs to support discovery—not just navigation. Think Disney Parks, Universal Studios. How to maximize the journey, the experience.

Young professionals prefer flexible tools to support diverse navigation preferences with some attendees using mobile apps or show website for scheduling and QR codes, while others prefer paper maps creating dedicated resources for young professionals, including AI-powered scheduling or personalized content, can enhance their experience .






Interactive Approaches That Engage YPs

Create YP experience-driven 
spaces

• NextGen lounges/ Hubs
• Career activations: 

headshots, coaching

Activate Expo Hall – for 
attendees in general

• Partner with GSCs to 
create interactive zones

Interactive Booth Experiences

Source: IAEE Webinar: CEIR Report: The Voice of Young Professionals: What They Value Most On The Show Floor & How to Deliver It
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The report shows that young professionals are most engaged when they can actively participate on the show floor rather than just observe. Experiences that allow them to interact or create something tend to drive stronger engagement and conversations.

At the American Institute of Architects Conference on Architecture & Design, this organizer leaned into that by creating experience-driven spaces and activations across the expo hall. One example is a NextGen Lounge, which serves as a central hub for young professionals where they can get headshots, participate in career coaching, attend curated content, and join mixers.

They created interactive zones throughout the show floor. Last year they had a LEGO activation where attendees could build and take photos in a LEGO scene and share it on social, and another activation where a robot actually drew attendees’ portraits for them to take home.

From an exhibitor perspective, it’s also important to encourage interactive booth experiences. For example, one booth was doing custom t-shirts, which created a really natural reason for people to stop, engage, and start conversations.

The key is working collaboratively with your exhibitors, your events team, and your general service contractor to create interactive moments across the entire expo hall. Some spaces can be designed specifically for young professionals, while others create opportunities for them to connect with the broader attendee community.


https://learn.iaee.com/products/ceir-report-the-voice-of-young-professionals-what-they-value-most-on-the-show-floor-how-to-deliver-it
https://learn.iaee.com/products/ceir-report-the-voice-of-young-professionals-what-they-value-most-on-the-show-floor-how-to-deliver-it


Ways Exhibitors Can Better Engage YPs

• Diversify booth staff to 
include young professionals

• Create relatable entry 
points for conversation

• Offer low-pressure 
networking moments

• Activity-based 
engagement encourages 
conversation

Freeman YP Event at Expo Expo!
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One simple but powerful thing exhibitors can do is diversify their booth staff. That can be as easy as having young professionals working in the booth. Young professionals may be more comfortable approaching someone closer to their age because there’s already a sense of common ground. That initial connection makes it much easier to start a conversation.

Another important piece is making it clear that your organization actually wants to engage with young professionals. A great example of this was at IAEE Expo! Expo!, where Freeman opened their reception early specifically for young professionals. It was activity-based and gave about an hour to meet people and get comfortable before the larger crowd arrived.

That idea can translate directly to the show floor. When exhibitors create welcoming moments or low-pressure ways to engage, it helps young professionals feel more confident stepping into the booth and starting a conversation.




Event Performance Metrics 
Beyond the Index

Reports:

• By event size

• For healthcare events

• For independent organizer events

Benchmarks:

• Financial performance: gross revenue, net profit 
margins, booth pricing, and revenue mix

• Staffing levels by function

• Event offerings and digital tool integration

• Location strategy and its impact on outcomes

• Sales and marketing metrics: exhibitor and 
attendee retention and new acquisition rates, NPS

• Future outlook: expectations for growth and 
macroeconomic impacts
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A final set of reports that are coming out now are organizer focused to assist with the planning process. 

CEIR’s new research series provides performance benchmarks that organizers can use for planning and, importantly, for monitoring progress during sales and marketing campaigns. These benchmarks offer actionable insights to help you stay on track and optimize outcomes.

Benchmarks include:
Financial performance: gross revenue, net profit margins, booth pricing, and revenue mix
Staffing levels by function
Event offerings and digital tool integration
Location strategy and its impact on outcomes
Sales and marketing metrics: exhibitor and attendee retention and new acquisition rates, NPS
Future outlook: expectations for growth and macroeconomic impacts
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Each report is full of key insights that can assist in the overall design of a show.



The Data Tells Us 
What's Next
Together, We Decide 
What Happens Next
mflanagan@iaee.com
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We've talked about economic trends, exhibitor behavior, young professional engagement, and industry performance.
The data helps us understand where the industry is headed.
But data alone doesn't create successful events.
Successful events happen when organizers, exhibitors, and partners work together to transform insight into experience.
The organizations that do that best will be the ones that thrive in the years ahead.
Thank you.
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