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ABSTRACT 

 

The present research investigates the role of international trade shows in supporting SMEs. The statistical 

population included all experts, sales managers and production & service SMEs in Tehran Province which had 

taken part at least once in international Tehran Trade shows. Sales managers of 160 companies were surveyed as 

well as using library data. The present research is an applied study and in terms of methodology, it is a 

descriptive survey. Content validity was used for confirmation of the validity of the research and Cronbach's 

alpha was used for testing reliability. The reliability coefficient was equal to 88.22%. One-sample t test was 

used for data analysis (for determining significance of the hypotheses). Friedman test was also used for ranking 

the hypotheses. The results showed that participation in international exhibitions can bring sale-based activities, 

can create image, establish relationship, create motivation and collect data for the participating companies. 

Further, the results showed that the greatest role of trade show in supporting SMEs belongs to sale-based 

activities.  

KEYWORDS: trade show, SMEs, image-making, sale, collection of data, establishment of relationship, 

motivational activities 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The present era is full of unpredictable transformations and companies are confronted with the harshest 

competitive conditions due to factors like unclear borders of markets, fragmentation of markets, short products 

lifecycles, and rapid changes in customers' purchase desires and awareness of customers (Tavanazadeh and 

Aligholi, 2014). For decades, a company's value was measured based on its equipment, properties, tangible 

assets and factories. However, it is now believed that the real value of a company is somewhere in potential 

consumers' minds (Heidarzadeh et al, 2011). The modern and complete form of exhibitions goes back to the 

formation of the first markets in 17th century. Many economic experts believe that market principles are bases 

for formation of trade shows (Yousefi, 2000, 10). Many trade shows are held all over the world in different 

areas. These fairs aim to exhibit products and services (Diani, 1997, 120). Participation in and visiting trade 

shows is a marketing and relationship activity for SMEs (Stevens, 2005). Commercial trade shows are important 

marketing tools in promotional activities of companies (Hollensen, 2007). Three main beneficiaries in any 

exhibition include: holders, pavilion owners (participants), and visitors. The third group is the main beneficiary 

of the exhibition (Shipley & Wong, 1993). Visitors consider commercial fairs as the industrial platform in which 

companies can do a collection of activities at a short time (Dudley, 1990; Godar and O'conner, 2001). SMEs 

have different motivations for participation in trade shows. Some firms consider trade shows as an opportunity 

for displaying new products and directing sales, some consider it as an opportunity for finding new customers 

and establishment of relationship with the existing customers, some others view trade show as an opportunity 

for creation of network with new businesses and entering foreign markets (Sigge and Viklund, 2009). Therefore, 

considering the importance of trade show as the second main instrument for influencing decision-making in 

industrial purchasers (O'Hara, 1993), the researcher tries to investigate the main question: whether there is any 

significant relationship between holding trade shows and support for SMEs? 

 

Theoretical fundamentals of the research  

In spite of the fact that trade shows are used for promoting marketing of many products and services, few 

studies have been conducted on the performance of the shows and trade shows performances have been 

investigated from only several aspects which going to be studied in the subsequent sentences. Contingency 

resources viewpoint: contrary to former studies which attributed the performance of trade shows to internal 

resources and ignored the impacts of important factors like communicational capital and knowledge capital, 

contingency viewpoint believes that performance of trade shows depends on scientific capital of a company and 
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its external communication capital (Li Ling-yee, 2005, 166). Learning-based viewpoint: this theory develops 

communication learning between exhibition pairs (seller-purchaser). This theory believes that seller-purchaser 

relationships are not only started from a trade show but also it is continued before an exhibition, during and 

exhibition and after an exhibition (Li Ling-yee, 2005, 166). Consequence-behavior viewpoint: according to this 

theory, taking part in a trade show is an important marketing activity for many companies but the common 

performance of trade shows does not include important dimensions for companies. Hansen (2004) introduced a 

model based on classification of control system. One dimension of the model was consequence-based activities 

(sales volume, real sales for new customers, conceptual test of new product, product/market development and 

…) and the other dimension was behavior-based activities (collection of information (on competitors, 

customers, new products, market technology and …), establishment of relationship, creating image and 

motivational activities) ((Hansen, 2004, 13).  

 

a) consequence-based activities  

Activities based on sales 

These activities include all activities which are related to sales in the trade show location and sales after 

show ended. In the primary models, TS performance of evaluation criteria are very clear (Bonoma, 1983) Called 

direct sales and introduction of new products as criteria for TS performance evaluation. (Kerin and Cron, 1987) 

introduced several sales-related activities as evaluation criteria: testing new products, introduction and 

evaluation of response to new products which all indicate sales dimension. Cavanauh (1976) emphasized on 

scales which included: the number of visitors of a pavilion, the number of products with discounted prices, the 

cost of each visitor and the cost produced by every discounted product. Williams and Gopulakrishna (1992) 

emphasized on efficiency of discounted products (the number of such products against the number of visitors), 

attractiveness of the pavilion and pavilion contact as TS performance criteria. Pavilion attractiveness refers to 

the number of visitors to the pavilion and pavilion contact refers to the number of visitors who have been 

contacted after visiting the pavilion. Both of these two criteria are measured regarding the number of visitors. In 

spite of this, performance scales presented by Williams and Gopulakrishna do not provide us with a scientific 

methodology for measuring performance for most participants (Hansen, 2004, 13). These primary findings were 

used for TS performance evaluation. Hansen (2004) emphasized on the following items in order to evaluate TS 

performance: real sales to new customers, introduction and evaluation of response to new product, introduction 

and evaluation of response to new product, conceptual test of new product, development of product and market 

First hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in trade shows and sale-based activities 

of SMEs. 

 

b) behavior-based control system 

In a behavior-based control system, trend is discussed instead of efficiency. In this system, sales force is 

directed at TS area. This system aims to help a manager with assigning more values to scales which are used for 

measurement of trade show performance. These scales include: activities based on information gathering, 

activities based on image creation, activities based on establishment of relationships and motivation activities 

(Hansen, 2004, 1-13).  

 

Information gathering activities  

Information gathering includes all activities which are related to collection of information on competitors, 

customers, price, technology and new products in TS. Conduction of market research and gathering of 

information are important in TS history. The fact that what the competitors do is also an information gathering 

activity. Sharkabad and Markens (1988) proposed that information gathered in a TS can help managers with 

taking strategic decisions on market, capital, production policies and programs. Moreover, information trade in 

TS helps companies with selecting their commercial partners, reducing legal costs and writing contracts and 

helps them with finding the most beneficial section of commerce (Bell, 1992). Hansen (2004) introduced the 

following items as criteria for information gathering in a show: gathering information on competitors, product 

price, strategy/ gathering information on suppliers, customers/ gathering general information 

Second hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TS and information gathering 

activities of SMEs. 

 

Imaging activities  

These include all activities which are related to creating an image of the firm in TS. Exhibitions are great 

industrial gatherings in which one of the main targets of the firms is to create an image of themselves. Image-

creation is a marketing communication instrument used mainly in shows (Hansen, 2004, 1-13). From Barczyk et 

al's viewpoint (1989), there are three main motivations for imaging in a TS: 

1. competitive pressure (a company needs to participate in a TS due to the presence of competitor companies) 
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2. customer expectations (i.e., customers' expectations of participation in TS and the possibility of the fact that 

they might consider non-participation of the company as a sign of failure) 

3. social marketing: (it means a company's use of TS as an instrument for creating a positive image as a good 

citizen in consumer's mind. However, Hansen mentioned the following items as criteria for creating image in a 

TS: higher profits compared with competitors who have not participated/ creation of a general image of the 

company/ creation of an image of the firm in customers' minds/ maintenance of promotion of the company's 

image in customer's minds (Barczyk et al, 1989).  

 

Third hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TS and imaging activities of SMEs.  

Relationship activities  

These include all activities which are related to maintenance and progress of relationships with constant 

customers and creation of relationship with new customers. Witt and Rao(1987) emphasized on the necessity for 

doing studies on the value of TS in development of purchaser-seller relations. Hakansson (1982) believed that 

social communication is important especially when there is spatial and cultural distance between purchasers and 

sellers. However, Hansen (2004) introduced the following items as criteria for creation of relationship in TS: 

maintenance and development of relationships with constant customers/ establishment of relationships with new 

customers/chance for key decision-makers to visit each other who are not accessible/personal contact with 

customers. 

Fourth hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TS and relationship activities 

of SMEs.  

 

Motivational activities 

These include all activities which are related to maintenance and increase of motivation in corporate and 

customers' employees. The motivational aspect of participation in TS has not received a lot of attention in 

studies which have dealt with TS. In spite of this, Hansen showed that improvement of employees morale and 

customers motivations is very important for international TSs. Furthermore, Carman (1968) emphasized that 

presence in international TSs is a method for improvement of motivation in local sales agents especially when 

pavilion employees are agents of the producer. Barkzik et al (1989) showed that one motivation for taking part 

in TS is improvement of motivation in sales agents (i.e., use of TS is an instrument for improvement of sales 

agents. Furthermore, Roa and Witt (1989), Shoham (1992) and Shipley et al (1993) showed that TSs can be used 

for improvement of motivation in sales agents (Hansen, 2004, 1-13). Motivational dimension in international TS 

is more obvious in comparison with local and national TS because participants in international have the chance 

to visit foreign customers and visit countries which have not been regarded before. Therefore, creation of 

motivation is one dimension of behavior in TS performance structure. Hansen (2004) introduced the following 

factors as criteria for creation of motivation in TS: training and improvement of sales team/motivation of sales 

agent/motivation of customers/motivation of sales agents. 

Fifth hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TS and motivational activities 

of SMEs.  

Sixth hypothesis: the relationship between participation in TSs and image making activities of SMEs is the 

strongest. 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

The present research is a descriptive correlation study because it deals with relationship between two or 

more quantitative variables (measurable variables). Cucheran's formula was used for determination of sample 

size. Sample size was 160. Furthermore, field and library method was used for collection of data. In field 

method, we used questionnaire and Likert scale. In library method, we studied documents for data gathering. 

Experts confirmed the validity of the questionnaire. Cronbach's alpha was used for determination of reliability 

of the questionnaire. The coefficient was equal to 0.8822. Because this value is greater than 0.7, the 

questionnaire is reliable.  

 

Data analysis 

Parametric and non-parametric statistics were used for data analysis in this research. Parametric statistical 

methods were used for analysis of hypotheses 1 to 5 (one-sample t test). Non-parametric statistics (Friedman 

test) was used for testing the sixth hypothesis. Data were analyzed in SPSS software package.  

Research hypotheses test and analysis 

First hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TSs and sales-based activities of 

SMEs. 
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Table 1. Results of one-sample t test for the first hypothesis 
variable  mean  SD Calculate T DF Significance 

level 

Sales based activities 3.79 50% 19.82 159 0.001 

 

As it can be seen in table 1, the mean value of the scores of the questions of the sales activities is significantly 

greater than 3 [T (159)=19.82, p<0.001). Therefore, H0 is rejected and research hypothesis is supported in 99% 

certainty level. In other words, there is a significant relationship between participation in TS and sales-based 

activities of SMEs. 

Second hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TSs and information gathering 

activities of SMEs. 

Table 2. Results of one-sample t test for the second hypothesis 
variable  mean  SD Calculate T DF Significance 

level 

Information collection 

activities 

3.95 50% 23.75 159 0.001 

 

As it can be seen in table 2, the mean value of the scores of the questions of the information gathering activities 

is significantly greater than 3 [T(159)=23.75, p<0.001). Therefore, H0 is rejected and research hypothesis is 

supported in 99% certainty level. In other words, there is a significant relationship between participation in TS 

and information gathering activities of SMEs. 

Third hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TSs and relationship establishment 

activities of SMEs. 

Table 3: results of one-sample t test for the third hypothesis 
variable  mean  SD Calculate T DF Significance 

level 

Relationship activities 3.84 57% 18.86 159 0.001 

 

As it can be seen in table 3, the mean value of the scores of the questions of the relationship establishment 

activities is significantly greater than 3 [T(159)=18.86, p<0.001). Therefore, H0 is rejected and research 

hypothesis is supported in 99% certainty level. In other words, there is a significant relationship between 

participation in TS and information establishment activities of SMEs. 

Fourth hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TSs and motivational activities of 

SMEs. 

Table 4: results of one-sample t test for the fourth hypothesis 
variable  mean  SD Calculate T DF Significance 

level 

Motivational 

activities 

3.90 49% 14.23 159 0.001 

 

As it can be seen in table 4, the mean value of the scores of the questions of the motivational activities is 

significantly greater than 3 [T(159)=14.23, p<0.001). Therefore, H0 is rejected and research hypothesis is 

supported in 99% certainty level. In other words, there is a significant relationship between participation in TS 

and motivational activities of SMEs. 

Fifth hypothesis: there is a significant relationship between participation in TSs and imaging activities of SMEs. 
 

Table 5: results of one-sample t test for the fifth hypothesis 
variable  mean  SD Calculate T DF Significance 

level 

Imaging activities 3.89 58% 23.14 159 0.001 

 

As it can be seen in table 5, the mean value of the scores of the questions of the imaging activities is 

significantly greater than 3 [T(159)=23.14, p<0.001). Therefore, H0 is rejected and research hypothesis is 

supported in 99% certainty level. In other words, there is a significant relationship between participation in TS 

and imaging activities of SMEs. 

Sixth hypothesis: the relationship between participation in TSs and imaging activities of SMEs is the strongest. 

Friedman test was used for determination of ranks of the variables. The results have been summarized in table 6:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

309 



J. Appl. Environ. Biol. Sci., 5(2)306-311, 2015 

 

Table 6: the results of Friedman test for ranking of variables as the sixth hypothesis test 

 

As it can be seen in table 6, there is significant difference between the ranks of the variables [X2 

(160)=574.08, p<0.01]. As it can be seen, the strongest influence concerns sales-based activities. In other words, 

respondents believe that sales-based activities has the strongest influence on commercial success. After that, 

information gathering activities, imaging activities, relationship activities and motivational activities have the 

next ranks. Therefore, the sixth hypothesis is rejected. That is to say, the relationship between participation in 

TSs and sales-based activities of SMEs is the strongest. 

 

Conclusion  

 

The results showed that participation international TSs increases sales-based activities, imaging, 

relationship establishment, motivation and information gathering. Therefore, the results of studies conducted by 

Hansen (2004), Bonoma (1983), Kerin and Cron (1987) and Williams and Gopulakrishna (1992) are consistent 

with the results of the research in sales dimension. In information gathering dimension, the results are consistent 

with the results of studies conducted by Hansen (2004) and Sharkabd and Markins (1988). In imaging 

dimension, the results are consistent with the results of studies conducted by Hansen (2004), Barczykwt al 

(1989), in relationship dimension, the resultsare consistent with the results of studies conducted by Hansen 

(2004), Witt and Roa (1987), Hakanson (1982). In motivation dimension, the results are consistent with the 

results of studies conducted by Hansen (2004), Barczyk et al (1989), Roa and Witt (1989), Shoham (1992) and 

Shaypli et al (1993). However, Hansen's research (2004) results are not consistent with the results of the present 

research. In other words, the greatest role of TS in supporting SMEs belongs to sales-based activities. This is 

while previous studies found that the greatest role belongs to imaging activities.  

 

 

Recommendations for future studies 

1. considering the fact that shows are important in behavioral aspects i.e. information gathering, imaging, 

relationship establishment and motivation, we recommend that these dimensions should receive more attention 

in Iran and require more studies.  

2. considering the growing role of virtual shows, it is necessary to conduct studies in this field and compare the 

results with virtual shows.  

3. considering the results of the research, sales-based activities have the strongest influences on supporting 

SMEs. This is not consistent with the results of foreign studies and requires more studies. 

4. considering the importance of exhibitions in marketing and corporate performance, companies in Iran have 

less tendency to take part in exhibitions. Therefore, absence of tendency of companies to take part requires more 

attention. 
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