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From:
Sent:
To:
Cc:
Subject:
Attachments:

Dear Mayor Khan, 

I write with reference to the draft London Plan, and specifically the gap in relation to Exhibition Space. This has just 
come to my attention so please accept my apologies for the brevity of this email. 

I am sure you are aware that in 2014 the Earls Court Exhibition Centre ceased trading, as part of the Earls Court 
Masterplan redevelopment. This space equated to 16% of the total venue space in the UK, and 30% of the space in 
London, and whilst certain venues have improved their venues the capacity of London venue stock has not been 
increased to compensate. This is proving a challenge for my members, who are struggling to launch new events, and 
maintain the duration of existing events in the necessary time windows for the audiences. 

I represent the AEO, the Association of Event Organisers, www.aeo.org.uk, the trade body for organisers or primarily 
exhibitions in the UK and Internationally. Please find attached a recently published report (SASiE), which shows 
there are approximately 948 trade and consumer exhibitions in the UK during 2016, a like for like increase of 9.7%. 
They attract an estimated 8.6m visitors generating a significant local economic impact for businesses in the 
surrounding areas of the venues. 

The exhibitions sector represents over £11bn of the total £39.1bn of the event sector, as described by the Business 
Visits and Events Partnership, a full report can be found here;  
https://www.businessvisitsandeventspartnership.com/research‐and‐publications/research/category/5‐industry‐
research  

I am not sure if you are aware of the Events Industry Board https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/events‐
industry‐board  which recognises the significance of exhibitions and events sector and has recently created a 
working group to look at Infrastructure, as noted below; 

● Infrastructure ‐ Understanding venue capacity, occupancy, spare capacity, regional spread, connectivity and

transport is an essential part of targeting new international business as well as growing existing activities.

VisitBritain is leading on research in this area which presently is confined to England’s needs due to being

funded by VisitEngland.  It was agreed this exercise needed to be Britain wide and discussions would be held

with the devolved Nations to see how this could be achieved and that this should form one of the working

groups.

I hope that through this group more evidence will be available to support anecdotal comments from my members 
that there is a shortage of venue space particularly around the Earls Court Area, which is stifling their growth. 

As an aside the UK is home to best organisers in the world, and the attached Global Events Study shows just 23 UK 
based organisers organise over 1300 events globally bringing £1.7bn of turnover back to the UK. The global events 
industry for our members continues to grow, with overseas revenue now measured at nearly £1.7bn. To put just this 
International activity into context, this puts the events sector just outside of the top 30 in terms of UK commodity 
export contributions to the UK economy in 2016, after mineral manufacturers; dyeing, tanning and colouring and 
inorganic chemical. To add further context, the UK events industry delivers a contribution equivalent to 1/24th of 
the top ranked sector, mechanical machinery (£40.7bn)2. 
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Anecdotally other regions of the UK are increasing their venue capacity, such as Farnborough, and there is 
international investment interest in London, with a number of parties regularly contacting us looking for space to 
create new exhibition and event venuesparticualrly in the West of London. 

I would welcome the opportunity to meet you to discuss the various economic opportunities that this would bring to 
London, and would welcome reference to the exhibitions sector within the new London plan. 

Please let me know if you have any questions or need any further informaiton. 

Many thanks, 

Association of Event Organisers Ltd is a company registered in England and Wales under company number 1646966. 
Registered Office: 119 High Street, Berkhamsted, Herts. HP4 2DJ 

This message has been scanned for viruses by the Greater London Authority.  

Click here to report this email as spam.  
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Global Study 2017 

Background & methodology 

The Association of Event Organiser’s (AEO) annual International Research Project 2017 launched in 

June to complement the SASiE (Sizing and Scale Index of Events) research project, which maps the 

UK exhibitions market. 

The AEO commissioned Zing Insights to undertake research that will help promote the value of the 

UK exhibitions industry, fuel conversations with Government and provide a benchmark for future 

Economic Impact Studies for the sector. 

The 2017 study followed the same format as the previous year, whereby a simple spreadsheet was 

employed for data collection. An organisation’s responses from previous years were included in 

individual password-protected spreadsheets before being sent out to a database of members 

provided by the AEO. This spreadsheet format was designed to aid comparison since organisations 

could see their previous results and therefore provide better like-for-like, accurate and progressive 

sets of results, as well as making it easier to share completion internally. 

From a database of 62 AEO members (provided by the AEO) the survey was completed and returned 

by 24 organisations (exceeding the 20 achieved in both 2015 and 2016) achieving a response rate 

of 39%. 17 of these were participants from the preceding year (2015/16) meaning the research 

maintains a high degree of comparability year-on-year. 

For the first time, the 2017 study also achieved a full response from the AEO’s International Group, 

which currently comprises 13 organisations who operate globally. Analysis throughout the report will 

be focused on the aggregated totals of all respondents, however, International Group results will be 

noted where relevant. 

This year we also conducted some brief qualitative telephone interviews with senior level participants 

to add context to the study. Anonymised comments and insight gained from these will be noted 

throughout the report where relevant. 

Results are based on the period from 31st March 2016 to 1st April 2017. 
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Current events 

4 of this year’s participants currently organise events only in the UK and 3 only overseas, whilst the 

majority (17) hold both UK and overseas events.  

85% currently organise trade events only, whilst the remaining 15% deliver both consumer 

and trade, staying very much in line with 2015/16 (88% vs. 12%). 

 

Overall, there was very little movement in the types of events being delivered in 2016/17 compared 

to the previous year. 94% of participants currently deliver trade fairs/exhibitions/expos, and three-

quarters are organising trade conferences. The emergence of more alternative formats, such as 

summits, academic/scientific conferences and conventions, has remained stable since we saw it 

increase last year. Festivals have seen a marked 

rise with 15% of respondents now citing this as a 

delivered format, compared to none at all in 

2015/16. 

Part of this emerging trend could be a marketing 

tactic to simply rename existing formats, however, 

follow-up research did indicate other drivers, such 

as a new generation of workers entering the 

market place, a blurring of the boundaries 

between our personal and professional lives (pro-

sumerism) and the general changes in the way we 

all consume media in an ever-connected world. 

There is the implication that consumer events are 

enhancing their experience, becoming more 

festivalised, and that B2B is in the process of 
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“There are two important ‘E’ words in the 

events industry: experience and 

engagement. You have to make sure you 

create engagement and the following 

experience will be rewarding.” 

John Whitaker, DMG Events 

 

“Life is merging – because your life is 

online, everything is more transparent, in 

pleasure and in business – we’ve had to 

adapt formats and the multi-format event 

is working better for consumer and trade 

events.” 

Lourda Derry, Easyfairs 
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following in order to deliver more rewarding education, content, fun and engagement.  One 

respondent also commented on the ability for some formats to create a more homogeneous group 

at events where the difference between visitor and exhibitor is not so distinct. 

 

The way in which events are being delivered overseas by AEO’s members also appears to have 

stabilised over the past 12 months. Where 2015/16 saw an increase from 6% of companies organising 

overseas events via license/franchise to 29%, this has stayed in line at 30% in 2016/17. Organising 

events solely through their own company remains the most predominant channel (90%), with 35% 

also using a partner network. 

On average, AEO members organised 46 events each outside of the UK between 31st March 2016 

and 1st April 2017, compared to 36 in the 12 months before. However, it is important to note here that 

this mean average masks huge variation between organisers, with a fifth (20%) organising over 100 

and 5% just one.  

There is a similar picture for UK events, where AEO members arranged an average of 32 events each, 

compared to 25 in 2015/16 and 24 in 2014/15. Again, this hides variation, with 20% only organising 

one event and 10% over 100. A quarter of members organised between 21 and 50 events in the 

2016/17 period. 

In terms of geo-adaptations/clones, there is broad variation ranging from 15% of participants who 

organise less than 10% of their events as geo-adaptations to 20% for whom more than 91% of events 

are clones. Follow-up discussions highlighted the importance of geo-cloning in being able to grow 

and expand into developing regions. 

As in 2015/16, AEO member participants who operate outside of the UK (20) are active on average 

in 6-10 countries, which has remained the same for the last 2 years. Unsurprisingly, Western Europe 

remains the most popular with 100% of respondents citing this as an active region. North America 

(70%), the Far East (65%) and Southeast Asia (65%) follow. There is very little change year-on-year with 

regards to where companies are currently active.  
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However, there has been an increase in the average number of events being organised, both inside 

and outside of the UK. Amongst our 24 study participants, 1,390 events were organised globally in the 

2016/17 period. This is a significant increase on the year before (1,049), yet it is important to note that 

some of this increase is inflated by the higher response rate in 2017. Like-for-like there has still been a 

+6.6% increase in the number of events organised by participants of both 2016/17 and 2015/16 

studies. The International Group accounted for 1,092 global events organised in this period. 

The majority of regions have seen an increase in activity, significantly so in the case of North America, 

rising from 177 in 2015/16 to 302 events in 2016/17, and the Middle East and Northern Africa (46 in 

2015/16 vs. 142 in 2016/17).  

12 of the AEO members who participated in the 2016/17 study told us which regions they find the 

most challenging to operate in. The Far East (4), Middle East and Northern Africa (4) and South 

America and the Caribbean (4) were cited as the most challenging, with language, political and 

economic instability, and regulations and restrictions noted as particular barriers. A number of our 

follow-up participants also mentioned the political instability in places like Africa, noting that this can 

make certain countries particularly difficult to deliver events in – although a couple suggested that 

Africa does represent massive opportunity if you are prepared to take a high risk. Interestingly, 3 said 

that Western Europe was the most challenging with cost cited as a major factor for events held in this 

region. 

On the other hand, amongst the 15 participants who told us which regions they find the most success 

working in, Western Europe (8) and North America (8) ranked the highest. Minimal language barriers, 

a good choice of venues and a wealth of local experience contributed to these ratings. Of particular 

note, despite the aforementioned barriers creating challenges, just over a quarter (4 each) 
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suggested that Southeast Asia and the Far East can be the most successful, given the wealth of 

economic growth currently taking place, indicating that in some cases the benefits of working in 

these regions are outweighing the challenges. 

Unsurprisingly, there is little change in terms of the sectors respondents are most active in. 

Manufacturing (75%), and transport, storage and communications (60%) remain at the top, although 

the latter has seen some growth compared to 2015/16 (47%). There has been some movement further 

down the list, with wholesale and retail trade – a tough sector in general at the moment – seeing 

some decline after a period of growth in 2015/16, and electricity, gas, steam and air, and business 

services and finance sectors both experiencing growth. 
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Economic impact1 

In total, overseas events were responsible for circa. £1.68bn in revenues returned to the UK by AEO 

members in 2016/17. Whilst this suggests considerable growth compared to 2015/16 (£1.22bn), this 

has been inflated by a higher response rate. However, like-for-like there has been a +2.1% increase 

in overseas turnover, representing an additional £26m in real terms. 

The activities of the International Group contributed £1.5bn in total overseas turnover generated by 

AEO members. 

For those operating overseas in the 2016/17 period, an average 66% of revenues were generated 

outside of the UK, a very slight increase compared to 64% in the 12 months before. However, this 

includes a significant range, with 20% relying on overseas events for just 0-10% of total revenue, and 

45% for 91-100%. Overseas revenues varied widely from a minimum of £200k up to £675m. 

The significant increases in activity experienced by North America and the Middle East and Northern 

Africa, which we explored earlier in this report, are reflected by the proportion of total revenue each 

region contributes. North America accounts for 33% of all global revenues returned to the UK by AEO 

members. The second biggest contributors to overseas revenue are Western Europe and the Far East, 

both at 19%. The Middle East and Northern Africa also saw significant growth and now account for 

11% compared to just 2% in 2015/16. 

 

Future events 

3 of the 4 UK only organisers said they definitely won’t be launching an exhibition or event outside of 

the UK in the next 2 years, whilst 1 said they probably will. For those already operating overseas, we 

see a similar picture to 2015/16 indicating a high level of overseas activity in the next 2 years – 17 of 

the 19 said they will definitely or probably launch a new exhibition or event overseas in the next 2 

years, compared to just 2 who definitely or probably won’t.  

Continuing the trend from last year, the majority of organisers are solely considering trade events  for 

overseas launches (14 out of 19), with the remaining 5 focusing on both consumer and trade. All will 

look to organise events themselves, with a few also considering operating through a partner network 

(6 out of 20) and via a license/franchise (3 out of 20). 

Our follow-up research with participants outlined a generally positive outlook on the global event 

industry’s current and continuing health. Although not universal, with certain regions (e.g. Africa) and 

sectors (e.g. oil and gas) facing troubling times, participants noted good growth opportunities, lots 

of investment and acquisition from both already established organisers and outside investors, and a 

healthy level of confidence. 

Western Europe, North America and Southeast Asia are the most popular regions for new event 

launches, each being cited by two-thirds of the sample considering launches in the next 2 years. A 

number of individual countries are pinpointed, including the UK, USA, Singapore, China and 

Germany. 

                                                           
1 The revenue figures reported exclude UK events, and account only for overseas revenues delivered through a UK 
based office). 
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Response to which regions offer the greatest growth opportunities in the next 5 years mirrors this 

outlook for launches in the next 2 years. Southeast Asia continues to represent the greatest potential, 

with a third (33%) citing this as the biggest opportunity for growth, whilst a quarter (24%) see their 

greatest opportunities in North America or Western Europe. Again, there has been very little change 

compared to 2015/16.  
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Conversations with participants indicated that 

the significant economic growth currently 

taking place in Southeast Asia, and that is 

continuing in Far East markets like China, makes 

these regions particular areas of growth 

potential because of increasing demand for 

product and processes.  

There is also sentiment that these regions have 

now reached a maturity level where global 

organisers and companies alike have 

confidence in investing into their markets. 

For the first time this year, we asked members what they thought would have the greatest impact on 

their ability to deliver overseas events in the next 12 months. More than half (55%) of respondents 

indicated that the global economy has the most potential to impact on business activities, by far the 

biggest concern. The relationship between global economic health and general confidence was 

indicated by the follow-up research – highlighting that when confidence falls as a result of economic 

uncertainty, so too does investment activity, particularly when it comes to luxuries – which events 

have often been deemed as. However, one participant showed optimism that the view towards 

events was starting to change slightly, with the face-to-face interactions being seen more and more 

as a strategic necessity, rather than a “nice-to-have”. Political unrest, Brexit and skills shortages also 

have potential to impact business.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Far East and Southeast Asian markets 

have hit a maturity level where a much wider 

range of organisers are comfortable that they 

are stable enough to do business in.” 

Damion Angus, Montgomery 

 

“These are economies that are buying, with 

growing middle classes that are hungry for 

product and the component parts needed to 

make those products.” 

John Whitaker, DMG Events 
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Summary & conclusions 

The global events industry for AEO members continues to grow, with overseas revenue now 

measured at nearly £1.7bn. The International Group accounts for circa. £1.5bn of this. To put this into 

context, this puts the events sector just outside of the top 30 in terms of UK commodity export 

contributions to the UK economy in 2016, after mineral manufacturers; dyeing, tanning and colouring 

and inorganic chemical. To add further context, the UK events industry delivers a contribution 

equivalent to 1/24th of the top ranked sector, mechanical machinery (£40.7bn)2. 

On average, overseas events contribute 66% of total global revenues, including those generated in 

the UK for AEO members. 

AEO members delivered more than 1,300 events globally, with the International Group accounting 

for 1,092 of these in the surveyed period. 

The emergence of new event formats like festivals and summits continues, as the need to create and 

deliver more engaging experiences and ‘pro-sumer’ events for visitors and exhibitors increases – 

however, this is not to the detriment of the more traditional exhibitions and conferences, which both 

remain relatively stable.  

There has been some movement amongst the industries in which event organisers are currently 

active, with activity in areas like retail and public services showing instability and decline in the last 

couple of years – it is very likely this reflects the current economic health of these sectors. 

The international activities of UK based event organisers continue to thrive in all corners of the globe 

– with regions like North America and the Middle East and Northern Africa showing significant growth 

in the last year. 

Southeast Asia, continues to offer the greatest opportunities for business growth, with economic 

growth in the region reaching a point of maturity meaning businesses are now more confident to 

invest heavily. Whilst it doesn’t necessarily bare out in the data, follow-up conversations have 

suggested that the Far East continues to offer great opportunities to continue delivering events. 

The research this year indicated that the global economy is likely to have the greatest impact on an 

organiser’s ability to deliver overseas events over the next 12 months. Political unrest, Brexit and skills 

shortages are also being watched closely by some organisers.  

                                                           
2 Office of National Statistics, 2017. UK Trade Publication Tables August 2017. Published: 10th October 2017. 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/publicationtablesuktrade  
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Our discussions also identified some other key challenges 

for UK organisers, with data management and data 

security being critical in the face of new GDPR 

regulations coming into effect in May 2018. The 

increased number of shows being organised by 

independent companies (such as manufacturer open-

days etc), venue security and keeping up with innovative 

technological changes, are also very much on the inside 

of some organisers’ outlook.  

“Security is a big focus for us at the 

moment – there are currently no set 

standards and different venues do 

different things depending on what they 

think is the most important issue and what 

works for them. I think some kind of safety 

and security standard is important as it sets 

out best requirement.” 

Anonymous 
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Foreword 
In 2016, a pivotal tipping point was reached when, for the very first time, 

UK consumers spent more time using digital media than its traditional 

counterparts. Of course, this revelation comes as no surprise but, for an 

industry cemented in face-to-face interaction, it raises the question once 

more: how do we keep the allure of events alive? 

Where opportunities to see something new or connect with like-minded 

peers were once few and far between, exhibitions were, in many ways, 

the only choice for those looking to be entertained or educated; 

something of great prestige and anticipation. Today, our industry’s 

purpose remains but our once captive audience’s attention could not be 

more divided. However, it is when we realise that it is experience, not 

speed and accessibility, that grasps a visitor’s attention and loyalty that 

we can start to see digital in a brand new light—friend, not foe.  

After all, human interaction is a core driver of any consumer behaviour. 

With more than 95 million photos shared on Instagram each day and its 

‘live’ function becoming more popular by the day, the platform is not a 

threat but an opportunity to amplify the reach of events to a whole new 

audience and raise brand awareness. Similarly, LinkedIn will never 

replace good old fashioned networking - after all, 87% of business 

directors still believe that face-to-face is the most effective form of 

communication. It simply adds another avenue for professionals to 

connect with one another, become aware of an upcoming show, and 

share learnings from an exhibition or conference.  

The emotional exchange fostered through events may very well be 

enhanced through technology, but never replaced, so long as we 

continue to place visitor experience at the heart of all we do. Essential to 

this are, of course, the relationships and partnerships we foster with one 

another.  

One such example of this is the relationship between the Association of 

Event Organisers (AEO) and the Association of Event Venues (AEV), 

which has led to this very study. Through collaboration and the 

recognition that we as an industry can achieve more as a collective than 

alone, SASiE, the Size and Scale Index for Events, was born.  

This, the third report, reveals exciting growth in the number of 

exhibitions held at the UK’s main exhibition venues in 2014-16. It also 

provides benchmark data on key metrics including the number and size 

of events; visitor numbers; ticket sales and prices; industry sectors 

generating major events; and the duration and seasonality of events. The 

findings encompass results of events hosted by the main UK players, 

providing vital marketing intelligence to organisers, venues and suppliers 

of every size so that they can identify investment opportunities, create 

informed marketing strategies, and measure and monitor emerging 

trends.   

As an industry, it is important we continue to recognise and promote the 

major role that events can and do play in supporting and developing local 

economies; both in job creation and for providing platforms to showcase 

the creativity and innovative talents of UK businesses.  

SASiE demonstrates the resilience, strength and scale of our industry 

and, as a result, aids in identifying the importance of ongoing support 

for, and investment in, the event sector.  

In-depth, transparent understanding is crucial to maintaining the 

industry’s position as visitors’ preferred source of entertainment, 

education, and inspiration, so I would like to extend my sincerest thank 

you to all who have contributed to this latest research. I encourage you to 

read and share these findings, incorporate them in your own business 

strategies, and to continue to fully participate in SASiE in future years if 

you are not already doing so. 

Nigel Nathan, MD at Olympia London, AEV Board   



 
 

Executive Summary 
 

Introduction 
The data in this report covers UK exhibitions of 500m2 plus staged in 

2016.  The data was sourced from the membership of the Association of 

Event Venues (AEV) and the Association of Event Organisers (AEO).  It, 

therefore, covers events organised and hosted by the main UK exhibition 

players. 

Number of exhibitions 
 In 2016, there were an estimated 948 exhibitions hosted by the 

UK’s main exhibition venues.  Trade exhibitions accounted for 

45% of these, with a similar proportion of consumer events (44%) 

 The number of events was up 9.7% in 2016 (over 2015) (NB based 

on consistent reporting venues). 

Exhibition Sizes 
 From the participating exhibitions, the average gross exhibition 

size was 10,000m2 – the median was 6,000m2, with nearly half 

(49%) of exhibitions between 2,500 and 8,000m2.   

 On average consumer exhibitions tended to be slightly larger 

than trade exhibitions. 

 Average net exhibition size was 6100m2.  

Number of Exhibiting Companies 
 An average exhibition had 169 exhibiting companies.   

 Consumer exhibitions were slightly larger (with an average of 183 

exhibiting companies) than trade events (an average of 177 

events).  

 Conference exhibitions were much smaller (an average of 83 

exhibiting companies). 

Exhibition Duration 
 On average an exhibition occupied a venue for 4.7 days – on 

average exhibitions were open for 2.4 days 

 Consumer exhibitions tended to be open for slightly longer - an 

average of 2.6 days compared to 2.4 days for trade exhibitions.  

 The commonest exhibition length, in terms of open days, was 2 

days (47% of exhibitions). 

Visitors 
 Exhibitions attracted an estimated 8.6m visitors in 2016. 

 Consumer exhibitions accounted for the majority of visitors – 

70%. Trade exhibitions accounted for 25% of visitors. 

 Exhibitions, on average, attracted 9,000 visits – a median of 

4,200. 

 Consumer exhibitions, at an average 14,300 visitors (a median of 

8,000), typically attracted over twice the number of visitors as 

trade exhibitions (an average of 5,000 and a median of 3000). 

Ticket Sales and Prices 
 Nearly three quarters (72%) of tickets were sold and/or visitors 

registered before an exhibition. This was higher among trade 

exhibitions (92%) than consumer exhibitions (63%). 

 Trade exhibitions tended to be free - 94% were free.  Consumer 

exhibitions typically charged – 79% levied a charge. The average 

price for a chargeable consumer exhibition was approximately 

£13. 

Industry Sector 
 The Leisure Sector was the largest generator of exhibitions. This 

included a range of sub-sectors like sports, arts, recreation, 

caravanning, hobbies, books, and crafts etc. and accounted for 

20% of exhibitions.   This was followed by the Lifestyle (including 



 
 

Homeware and Weddings) sector, and the Medicine / Healthcare 

and Pharmaceutical sector (both approximately 9%). 

 Consumer exhibitions were strongly orientated to the Leisure 

sector (accounting for 43% of consumer exhibitions). Trade 

exhibitions covered a broader spread of sectors. 

Seasonality 
 September, October and November were the busiest months for 

exhibitions in 2016.  

Year-on-Year Comparisons 
Year-on-year comparisons have been made where comparable 2014, 

2015 and 2016 data exists on an event by event basis. While providing an 

overview of year-on-year change, this should be not regarded as an 

analysis of trends in the overall exhibition sector.  

 Gross exhibition size has increased since 2014 - by approximately 

4%.   

 Overall the number of exhibiting companies was down year on 

year from 2014.  While consumer exhibitions demonstrated a 

small increase (3%), the number of exhibiting companies at trade 

exhibitions was down by 9%. 

 Overall venue hire days have been largely static since 2014. 

However, the average number of exhibition open days did show 

an upturn in 2016 

 Across all exhibition types, average numbers of visitors have 

increased since 2014 – up 5%.    

 Average numbers of visitors to consumer exhibitions have 

increased nearly 9% since 2014. Numbers of visitors to trade 

exhibitions were more static – 2016 levels were slightly down on 

2014 but did show a minor increase on 2015. 

  

  



 
 

Market Insights 
  

An Organiser Perspective 
 

This year’s report does not suggest any major changes in the size, 

performance or nature of exhibitions in the United Kingdom. The sense is 

of an industry growing slowly in tune with the world economy – which 

has recently moved into a remarkably optimistic phase. The UK is, of 

course, a very provincial marketplace, but we still have reasonable spill 

over from the rest of the world. 

It is interesting that the report suggests that space booked is rising at 

circa 2% a year despite there being a very slight fall in net space sold. This 

does not accord with everyone’s anecdotal experience, but the statistics 

do seem resilient. This would seem to suggest that UK trade shows are 

probably growing at around 2% a year in revenue terms and this does tie 

in with the annual results of our major UK-based groups. These suggest 

overall annualised growth rates of circa 3-5%, but from which it is almost 

impossible to separate out the UK from shows in the rest of the world. 

At the time of writing, the dominant story remains the almost frantic 

deal making among the large exhibition groups. Last year I noted that 

deals involving major UK-based event companies had reached £2.4 

billion in total. The current 12 months - and the next 12 – will see even 

larger sums expended. Blackstone’s acquisition of Clarion for circa £590 

million (Clarion was last sold in 2015 for £208 million) generated a rise in 

activity and a febrile atmosphere. Blackstone can have only one objective 

– to grow Clarion from an EBITDA (profit before interest in rough terms) 

of £45 million to £150 or perhaps £200 million. To do this they will have 

to make a number of large deals – you really can’t do it at £100,000 a 

time – and there are vanishingly few of those around. 

But this was dwarfed by Informa’s long-expected bid for UBM, the 

objective being to create a trade show behemoth worth £9 billion and 

the largest in the world. Informa plus UBM would have a combined 

events revenue of some £1,450 million compared with Reed’s £1,120 

million (Comexposium come a distant third with circa £263 million). This 

bid had a number of peculiar features. One was that the board of UBM 

(“the target”) instantly recommended the offer and it became clear that 

they were not, individually, part of the merged group’s future. This is 

highly unusual – the boards of “target” companies almost invariably 

mouth platitudes about the bid “undervaluing the company” etc etc. The 

press and analysts were also tart. ‘The Times’ pointed out that Informa 

had chosen not to bid for Advanstar ($972 million at 12X multiple) or 

AllWorld (£382 million at 14.7X multiple) when UBM bought them. 

Informa themselves have recently paid $1.2 billion for Penton at an 11X 

multiple – the numbers begin to make mere exhibition organisers feel 

dizzy. 

The details quoted above give the sense of a business where good 

exhibition assets are being traded at perhaps 14X or 15X profits and such 

numbers may even go higher. Ascential’s (formerly EMAP) rumoured 

disposal of its own major exhibition assets is clearly one to watch 

carefully. 

The one thing we can be certain of is that there will be more deals and 

even larger sums spent. It is not impossible that we will become similar to 

the newspaper industry – where a once very diffuse and very widely 

spread business eventually came to be dominated by just three or four 

players. And that will be a very different environment indeed. 

Phil Soar, Chairman & CEO, CloserStill Group 

  



 
 

A Supplier Perspective – ‘It’s the experience, stupid’  

A key statistic caught my eye this year.  Gross exhibition space is up 4% 
despite a small reduction in space booked by exhibitors. So what’s driving 
the data? It seems there’s been a shift in organiser thinking: it’s the 
experience, stupid. 

The trend has been building for some time, but the fact that the uptick in 
‘non exhibiting’ space is so significant this year suggests it has now 
become mainstream. Exhibitions are evolving from pure ‘buyer-meets-
seller’ platforms to delivering a broader, richer, community experience 
for visitors and exhibitors alike. 

Here at GES we are seeing a bigger emphasis on education, product 

demonstration, hands-on product testing, peer-to-peer networking and 

even entertainment. More of the show floor is now dedicated to ‘feature 

areas’ – and they are increasing in scale and sophistication. From 

champagne bars to fashion catwalks, demo kitchens with celebrity chefs 

to general sessions with international gurus, intimate breakout sessions 

to table tennis and scalextric tracks. And there’s no discernible difference 

between consumer and trade shows – experience is paramount across 

both segments.   

It all sounds rather exciting but, as we all know, it plays havoc with a 

show’s yield. Does the investment pay off? Exhibitors have always been 

vocal when activities take the action off the show floor – so how can 

organisers balance the need for bustling aisles with show stopping 

content that increases attendance rates and improves dwell times? 

Savvy organisers are deploying a number of tactics that help resolve the 

conundrum. The show floor plan has become a vital tool in ‘experience 

design’ – with the best operators combining visitor engagement 

technologies like Poken with data intelligence platforms to track traffic 

flow, improve wayfinding, determine hot spots and drive footfall across 

the whole floor. The holy grail is doing it in real time – so you can 

measure interactions as they happen and make interventions that create 

alternative traffic flows at peak times or during popular speaker sessions 

– to ensure the floor stays buzzing, 

Sponsorship programmes are also evolving – moving away from simple 

static banner opportunities to creating immersive, engaging experiences 

on the show floor. The ideal sponsor is one who adds value to the overall 

attendee experience – it’s good for the show, the visitor and the 

commercial partner, as it delivers real brand engagement. Sponsorship 

revenues are almost certainly under-exploited across the industry – a rich 

seam still to be mined for many organisers.   

The experience genie is firmly out of the bottle. The exhibition industry is 

increasingly in competition with big brands going solo and running their 

own, large scale customer events that sometimes feel more akin to a 

music festival than a traditional B2B meeting. GES is looking forward to 

continuing to partner with our customers to deliver unforgettable, 

meaningful and measurable experiences. 

Nick Marshall, Executive Chairman, GES EMEA & ESSA Board 

Member
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1.1 Introduction  
 

The Association of Event Venues (AEV), the Association of Event 

Organisers (AEO), and the Event Supplier and Services Association 

(ESSA) are undertaking a programme of research into the size, scale and 

characteristics of the UK exhibitions sector. 

The following report is divided into two main sections. The first provides 
an overview of the dimensions of activity in 2016 and includes data on: 

 The number and type of exhibitions  

 The number of visits to UK exhibitions 

 A number of other performance indicators such as: 

o Event duration 

o Event size - both gross and net 

o Ticket sales and prices 

 Events by industrial sectors 

 Seasonality of events. 

The second section provides a trend analysis for 2014, 2015 and 2016. 

This is based on a sample of events where comparable year-on-year data 

exists. 

The research is based on a survey of venues (in AEV membership) and 

organisers (in AEO membership) which involved collecting and 

reconciling detailed individual exhibitions.  The next section provides an 

overview of the methodology for the research. 
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1.2 Methodology 
 

Data collection 
The survey involved data collection from both UK venues and organisers 

(typically AEO or AEV members) on a self-completion basis. The same 

questionnaire was used for both groups and a range of data was collected 

on individual exhibitions.    

Checking and reconciliation  
The survey then involved a process of data checking and reconciliation. 

This included checking responses to ensure exhibitions qualified (see 

glossary of terms) – exhibitions outside this threshold were excluded 

from the analysis.  

The survey collected data on exhibitions from both venue and organiser 

perspectives and this meant a number of duplicated values for some 

exhibitions. These were reconciled to ensure only one record per 

exhibition (NB where there were cases of discrepancies between records, 

responses from organisers were treated as the principal response).  

Sample universe and response rates 
Exhibition venues were categorised into three groups - primary, 

secondary and other venues.  These were defined partly on the basis of 

relative size but also likely business levels as the table (right) summarises.  

 

 

 

 

 

Venue Type  Definition Examples 

Primary Primary venues have a capacity 

of over 20,000m2. They are 

those that are proactive in the 

exhibitions sector and manage 

a high volume of events. 

Exhibitions will account for all 

(or the majority) of their 

turnover 

National Exhibition Centre 

(NEC), ExCel London, Olympia 

London, and Scottish Event 

Campus (SEC) 

 

Secondary Typically secondary venues 

have a capacity of 10,000 to 

20,000m2 (but some may be 

larger or smaller). They are 

moderately busy in the market 

place with approximately a 

couple of events each month.  

Exhibitions will form a 

significant part of their 

turnover.  

ACC Liverpool/Liverpool 

Exhibition Centre*, Aberdeen 

Exhibition and Conference 

Centre, Business Design 

Centre, Harrogate International 

Centre, Ricoh Arena*, 

International Centre Telford, 

Manchester Central. 

Other  Typically (but not always) 

smaller venues with less than 

10,000m2 capacity. Exhibitions 

will tend to be an ancillary or 

minority part of their business, 

and they will only host 

exhibitions on an ad-hoc or 

irregular basis 

Alexandra Palace, Barbican 

Exhibition Centre, 

Bournemouth International 

Centre, Wembley, the O2, 

Yorkshire Event Centre, 

Manchester United etc. 

 

* Re-categorised ‘other’ (in 2014) to secondary in 2015 due to known levels of business 

and/or new exhibition facilities. 

The following table summarises the number of identified venues (by 

categories) and the numbers of responses. 
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 Supply (AEV 

membership)1 

Sample 

Venues   

Primary 4 4 

Secondary 7 7 

Other 17 7 

1. Our venue audit identified a number of other potential venues that were not in 

AEV membership. No information was available on their performance and it 

was assumed that these are smaller venues in the market place. As such, they 

were not included in the overall supply figures. 

Weighting data and grossing up 
As the table above highlights, the survey has collected data from some, 

but not all, venues in AEV membership.  The survey provides a 

comprehensive picture of the performance of primary venues  

There are two potential issues with SASiE. Firstly, it is a sample survey – 

as the table above highlights there are responses from most but not all 

venues. Secondly, where there are responses, there is not necessarily a 

complete dataset – i.e. respondents excluded some data. 

To address this the data needs to be weighted and grossed up to provide 

an estimate of the overall performance of the sector (not just the 

sample). This has been done on the basis of venues (rather than 

organisers) since the overall supply is known.  

Venues perform in different ways so they have been weighted according 

to their categorisation.  Weighting was a two-stage process.   

Firstly, sample data was grossed up to provide an estimate of the overall 

number of exhibitions.  The following table illustrates the process for all 

exhibitions. The estimated number of exhibitions (column C) was 

calculated by multiplying number of venues (by venue category – column 

A) by average number of exhibitions per venue (Column B). 

Grossing up process  

Venue Category  

A. No. of 

venues 

B. Average 

no of 

exhibitions 

per venue 

C. Estimated 

exhibitions 

Primary 4 126 504 

Secondary 7 34 240 

Other – AEV members 17 12 204 

Total    948 

NB data is rounded 

The second stage was to align other data in the sample (e.g. visitor 

numbers, exhibition duration etc.) by weighting it so that it reflected the 

overall universe.  The weighting framework was based on the number of 

exhibitions derived in the first stage - i.e. the number of exhibitions by 

exhibition type and venue categorisation.  Unless otherwise stated, all 

data in this report is weighted by the exhibition / venue - so sample data 

for consumer exhibitions at other venues is weighted by the estimated 

number of consumer exhibitions in other venues etc. 

For data relating to visitor numbers, outlying values (i.e. exhibitions with 

over 100,000 visits) in the sample were excluded for ‘other’ venues since 

they could have a significant impact and skew on the results when 

grossed up.   

Trend Analysis 
Section 3 provides a trend analysis.  This was based on events that took 

place in 2014, 205 and 2016, and where there was a consistent dataset.  

This analysis should not be regarded as representative of the whole 

exhibition sector – it only looks at certain events in certain venues and 
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will, for example, exclude new, biennial or peripatetic exhibitions. 

However, it does provide an indication of year -on-year change in the 

sector. 

Glossary of terms  
A number of terms are used in this report. 

 An exhibition is an event with at least 500m2 of exhibition space.  

 Exhibition type. Exhibitions are broken down into a number of 
categories. These include: 

 Trade - an exhibition aimed primarily at those working within a 
particular trade sector and its peripherals. Visitors to trade 
exhibitions are usually required to establish their trade bona 
fides. 

 Consumer (also referred to as ‘public’) - an exhibition that is 
primarily organised to attract the consumer or general public. 
Usually makes a charge for admission. 

 Outdoor – an exhibition which primarily uses outdoor space, 
often with temporary structures, which may or may not be held 
at a qualifying venue. 

 Conference – a conference event that also includes a substantial 
(min 500m2) exhibition element. 

 An exhibition organiser - a company or individual that rents venue 
space for an exhibition and resells that space to exhibitors or 
exhibition participants. 

 Exhibition start date - the date the show is open to either trade or 
consumers (or both). 

 Total venue hire days - the number of days that the venue is hired 
for. This would include exhibition set-up, open and break-down days. 

 Total open days - the number of days an exhibition is open to either 
trade or consumers (or both) 

 Gross Hall Space (m2) of exhibition. The overall space occupied by 
an exhibition, irrespective of the floor space occupied by exhibition 
stands, measured in square metres. 

 Net Hall Space (m2) of exhibition. The actual space sold occupied by 
exhibitors/exhibition participants at the exhibition, measured in 
square metres. 

 Number of exhibiting 
companies. Number of 
companies exhibiting at an 
exhibition. 

 Total number of tickets sold / 
visitor registrations. The total 
number of tickets sold or 
registrations for an exhibition 
including trade and consumers 
(including complimentary 
tickets). 

 % of tickets sold pre-show/ 
visitors registered pre-show. 
Proportion of tickets sold or 
registrations that happened 
before an exhibition 

 Average price. The average 
price of all tickets sold. 
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2 Dimensions 2016 
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2.1 Number and Type of Exhibitions  
 

In 2016, there were an estimated 948 exhibitions at 
the UK’s main exhibition venues. 
 

The number of events was up 9.7% on 20151. 
 

Trade exhibitions accounted for 45% (an estimated 427 events). 

Consumer (or public) exhibitions accounted for a similar proportion - 44% 

of exhibitions (an estimated 418 exhibitions). The remaining 11% of 
                                                                    
1 Based on venues responding in both 2015 and 2016 (not the weighted data). 

events were conferences that incorporated a significant exhibition 

element. 

 

The majority of exhibitions were held in the four 
primary venues2. 
 

Primary venues hosted 504 exhibitions - 53% of the UK’s total. Secondary 

venues hosted 25% of exhibitions. 

 

2 See section 1.2 for a definition.  
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On average each venue hosted 34 exhibitions in 2016  
 

However, there were marked differences by venue type. Primary venues 

on average hosted 126 exhibitions.  Secondary venues hosted an average 

of 34 exhibitions in 2016 and ‘other’ venues an average of 12 exhibitions. 
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2.2 Exhibition Sizes 

Average exhibition size (gross3) was 10000m2 in 2016 – 
the median was 6000m2 

 

 

                                                                    
3 The overall space occupied by an exhibition, irrespective of the floor space occupied by 

event stands, measured in square metres. 

Primary venues, not surprisingly, hosted larger exhibitions than 

secondary and other venues.  Average event size in primary venues was 

14,700m2 compared to 4700m2 in secondary venues 
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The following table summarises sizes by different exhibition types. 

 

Trade exhibitions varied in size – the commonest size was 2500-5000m2. 

Consumer exhibitions were most commonly medium -sized (5000-

8000m2).  

 

Conference exhibitions in 2016, tended to be below 5000m2.  

  

Exhibition size (gross m2) 

Exhibition size  All 

exhibitions 

(%) 

Trade 

(%) 

Consumer 

(%) 

Conference 

(%) 

Primary 

(%) 

Secondary 

(%) 

Other venue 

(%) 

Small (up to 2500 m2) 15 15 11 33 10 26 16 

Small / medium  (2500-

5000 m2) 
23 25 19 28 20 37 13 

Medium (5000-8000 m2) 26 22 33 13 15 26 52 

Medium/large (8000-

15000 m2) 
19 20 21 11 26 10 14 

Large (15000 + m2) 17 18 16 15 30 1 5 

Average (gross m2) 10000 9700 10400 9700 14700 4700 4700 

Median 6000 6000 6500 4700 8700 4000 4300 
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Net exhibition size4 was 6100m2.  
 

 

The median was 3200m2 in 2016.   

 

 

 

 

                                                                    
4 The actual space sold occupied by exhibitors/event participants at the event. 

Net exhibition size was typically about half of gross 
exhibition size. 
  

The ratio5  of net to gross size for all events was 53%.   

  

5 NB this ratio is based on exhibitions where data is available for both gross and net 
exhibition space. 
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2.3 Number of Exhibiting Companies 
 

On average, an exhibition had 169 exhibiting 
companies.  
 

Trade and consumer exhibitions tended to be approximately the same 

size with around 180 exhibiting companies in 2016.  Conference 

exhibitions were considerably smaller (an average of 83 exhibiting 

companies). 

 

Primary venues typically hosted exhibitions with larger numbers of 

exhibiting companies (an average of 198) than secondary and other 

venues.   

The commonest exhibition size was 50-150 exhibiting companies for 

trade and consumer exhibitions. 
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On average, there was one exhibiting company per 
75m2 gross venue space. 
 

Gross sqm per exhibiting company was much lower in secondary and 

other venues than primary venues, and slightly lower for trade events.  It 

was much bigger for conference events (180m2). 
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2.4 Exhibition Duration 
 

On average an exhibition occupied a venue for 4.7 
days. Exhibitions were open for an average of 2.4 days. 
 

The approximate set up and breakdown time was 2.4 days in 2016. 

 

  

In 2016, set up and breakdown times, and open days were greater for 

consumer exhibitions than trade exhibitions.   

 

The most common length for venue hire was 5-7 days. 
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 The commonest exhibition length, in terms of open 
days, was 2 days.  
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2.6 Number of Visitors 
 

In 2016, there were approximately 8.6m visitors across 
exhibitions at UK venues. 
 

 

 

 

 

Consumer exhibitions attracted the majority of 
visitors. 
 

Consumer exhibitions accounted for over two thirds (70%) of visitors. 

Trade exhibitions accounted for 25% of visitors. 

  



17 | P a g e  
 

Primary venues accounted for the majority of visitors 
 

Primary venues accounted for over two- thirds (74%) of visitors. 

 

 

 

Average event attendance was 9,000 visitors. The 
median was 4,200. 
 

 

Consumer events were significantly larger – an average of 14,300 visitors. 

Trade events were 5,000 visitors on average. 
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2.7 Ticket Sales and Prices 
 

Nearly three quarters of tickets were sold and/or 
visitors registered before an exhibition. 

 

                                                                    
6 NB the sample size this analysis was based on was small (approximately 135 
exhibitions) so the figures should be treated as indicative. It was not weighted. 

Levels of tickets sold and / or visitors registered before an event were 

higher among trade exhibitions (92%) than at consumer exhibitions 

(63%).6 

Over half of exhibitions (55%) did not charge for 
admission. 
 

There were significant differences between consumer and trade 

exhibitions.  Trade exhibitions were typically free – only 6% of those 

covered in the survey charged. In contrast, most consumer exhibitions 

levied a charge (79%).   
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The average price for entry to all exhibitions (where there was a charge) 

was £13.10.   
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2.8 Industry Sector 
 

The Leisure sector was the largest sector for 
exhibitions. 
This included a range of 

sub-sectors like sports, 

arts, recreation, 

caravanning, hobbies, 

books, and crafts etc. and 

accounted for over 20% of 

exhibitions.    

 

This was followed by the 

Lifestyle (including 

Homeware and Weddings) 

sector (8.7%), and the 

Medicine / Healthcare and 

Pharmaceutical sector 

(8.6%). 
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There were variations by different exhibition types.  
 

Consumer exhibitions were strongly orientated to the Leisure sector 

(43% of consumer exhibitions), the Lifestyle / Wedding / Homeware 

sector (nearly 13%) and the Education / Careers / Training sector 

(approximately 9%). These three sectors accounted for approximately 

two-thirds (64%) of consumer exhibitions. 

 

Trade exhibitions covered a broader spread of sectors.  The most 

important ones were Medicine / Healthcare / Pharmaceuticals 

(approximately 13%), Industry and Industrial processing (over 8%).  

Conferences with exhibitions also tended to be from a small number of 

sectors – Medicine / Healthcare / Pharmaceuticals, Business to Business 

Services, and Computers / Telecoms etc.   These three sectors accounted 

for approximately 46% of conference exhibitions. 

   Industrial Sectors (% of exhibitions by exhibition type) 

 
All 

exhibitions 
Trade Consumer Conference 

Leisure (Hobbies, Recreation, Arts, Sports, Books, Crafts, Caravans etc.) 20.4% 3.3% 42.8% 1.3% 

Lifestyle, Wedding, Homeware and Gardening 8.7% 6.6% 12.6% 1.3% 

Medicine, Healthcare, Pharmaceuticals 8.6% 12.5% 2.2% 16.5% 

Education, Careers, Training 6.7% 5.7% 8.7% 3.8% 

Building and Construction 6.6% 8.8% 4.5% 7.6% 

Catering, Food processing, Beverages 5.9% 7.6% 4.5% 5.1% 

Aerospace, Automobile, Marine, Public Transport & Defence  5.3% 5.4% 5.5% 5.1% 

Other Service Industries (e.g. retail and gifts, banking, financial) 5.1% 7.6% 2.4% 7.6% 

Computers, Telecoms, Electronics, Broadcasting, Audio/Visual 5.1% 7.1% 1.0% 17.7% 

Business to Business Services and Equipment, Conferences 4.8% 5.9% 1.7% 11.4% 

Industry & processing, Manufacturing, Engineering and Science 4.3% 8.5% 0.7% 1.3% 

Energy, Power and Water, Environment 3.2% 6.1% 0.0% 5.1% 

Clothing, Textiles, Footwear, Beauty, Hair 2.7% 3.1% 2.9% 0.0% 

Travel and Tourism 1.9% 1.9% 2.4% 0.0% 

Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry, Animal Shows  1.9% 2.6% 1.5% 0.0% 

Maintenance & cleaning / Protection & security 0.7% 1.2% 0.2% 0.0% 

Other 8.2% 6.2% 6.4% 16.5% 
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2.9 Seasonality 
 

September, October and November were the busiest 
months for exhibitions in 2016 
 

Together they accounted for approximately 40% of exhibitions.  

The quietest months were in the winter (January and December) and in 

the summer (July and August). 

 

 

Trade and consumer exhibitions followed a similar 
seasonality pattern. 
Consumer exhibitions, in 2016, were more likely to be concentrated in 

October and November. Trade events were more likely to take place in 

September and October. 
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3 Trend Analysis  
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3.1 Exhibition Size 

Gross exhibition size has increased since 2014 - by 
approximately 4% 

 

Consumer events were marginally smaller in 2015 but recovered in 2016 – 

3% up on 2014 levels. 
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3.2 Number of Exhibiting Companies  

Overall the number of exhibiting companies was down 
year on year from 2014. 

 

This was caused by a decrease in the number of exhibitors at trade 

exhibitions. 

 

 Consumer exhibitions demonstrated the opposite pattern – with a small 

increase in 2016 (over 2014). 
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3.3 Exhibition Duration  

 

Overall venue hire days have been largely static since 
2014.  
 

 

 

However, the average number of exhibition open days 
did show an upturn in 2016. 

Average open days were up nearly 7% on 2014 levels – this was 

particularly the case among trade exhibitions. 
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3.4 Number of Visitors 

Across all exhibition types, numbers of visitors have 
increased since 2014 – up 5%. 

This increase was a result of higher visitor numbers at consumer 

exhibitions which were up in both 2015 and 2016.  

Numbers of visitors to trade exhibitions were more static – 2016 levels 

were slightly down on 2014 but did show a minor increase on 2015. 
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Foreword 
In 2016, a pivotal tipping point was reached when, for the very first time, 

UK consumers spent more time using digital media than its traditional 

counterparts. Of course, this revelation comes as no surprise but, for an 

industry cemented in face-to-face interaction, it raises the question once 

more: how do we keep the allure of events alive? 

Where opportunities to see something new or connect with like-minded 

peers were once few and far between, exhibitions were, in many ways, 

the only choice for those looking to be entertained or educated; 

something of great prestige and anticipation. Today, our industry’s 

purpose remains but our once captive audience’s attention could not be 

more divided. However, it is when we realise that it is experience, not 

speed and accessibility, that grasps a visitor’s attention and loyalty that 

we can start to see digital in a brand new light—friend, not foe.  

After all, human interaction is a core driver of any consumer behaviour. 

With more than 95 million photos shared on Instagram each day and its 

‘live’ function becoming more popular by the day, the platform is not a 

threat but an opportunity to amplify the reach of events to a whole new 

audience and raise brand awareness. Similarly, LinkedIn will never 

replace good old fashioned networking - after all, 87% of business 

directors still believe that face-to-face is the most effective form of 

communication. It simply adds another avenue for professionals to 

connect with one another, become aware of an upcoming show, and 

share learnings from an exhibition or conference.  

The emotional exchange fostered through events may very well be 

enhanced through technology, but never replaced, so long as we 

continue to place visitor experience at the heart of all we do. Essential to 

this are, of course, the relationships and partnerships we foster with one 

another.  

One such example of this is the relationship between the Association of 

Event Organisers (AEO) and the Association of Event Venues (AEV), 

which has led to this very study. Through collaboration and the 

recognition that we as an industry can achieve more as a collective than 

alone, SASiE, the Size and Scale Index for Events, was born.  

This, the third report, reveals exciting growth in the number of 

exhibitions held at the UK’s main exhibition venues in 2014-16. It also 

provides benchmark data on key metrics including the number and size 

of events; visitor numbers; ticket sales and prices; industry sectors 

generating major events; and the duration and seasonality of events. The 

findings encompass results of events hosted by the main UK players, 

providing vital marketing intelligence to organisers, venues and suppliers 

of every size so that they can identify investment opportunities, create 

informed marketing strategies, and measure and monitor emerging 

trends.   

As an industry, it is important we continue to recognise and promote the 

major role that events can and do play in supporting and developing local 

economies; both in job creation and for providing platforms to showcase 

the creativity and innovative talents of UK businesses.  

SASiE demonstrates the resilience, strength and scale of our industry 

and, as a result, aids in identifying the importance of ongoing support 

for, and investment in, the event sector.  

In-depth, transparent understanding is crucial to maintaining the 

industry’s position as visitors’ preferred source of entertainment, 

education, and inspiration, so I would like to extend my sincerest thank 

you to all who have contributed to this latest research. I encourage you to 

read and share these findings, incorporate them in your own business 

strategies, and to continue to fully participate in SASiE in future years if 

you are not already doing so. 

Nigel Nathan, MD at Olympia London, AEV Board   



 
 

Executive Summary 
 

Introduction 
The data in this report covers UK exhibitions of 500m2 plus staged in 

2016.  The data was sourced from the membership of the Association of 

Event Venues (AEV) and the Association of Event Organisers (AEO).  It, 

therefore, covers events organised and hosted by the main UK exhibition 

players. 

Number of exhibitions 
 In 2016, there were an estimated 948 exhibitions hosted by the 

UK’s main exhibition venues.  Trade exhibitions accounted for 

45% of these, with a similar proportion of consumer events (44%) 

 The number of events was up 9.7% in 2016 (over 2015) (NB based 

on consistent reporting venues). 

Exhibition Sizes 
 From the participating exhibitions, the average gross exhibition 

size was 10,000m2 – the median was 6,000m2, with nearly half 

(49%) of exhibitions between 2,500 and 8,000m2.   

 On average consumer exhibitions tended to be slightly larger 

than trade exhibitions. 

 Average net exhibition size was 6100m2.  

Number of Exhibiting Companies 
 An average exhibition had 169 exhibiting companies.   

 Consumer exhibitions were slightly larger (with an average of 183 

exhibiting companies) than trade events (an average of 177 

events).  

 Conference exhibitions were much smaller (an average of 83 

exhibiting companies). 

Exhibition Duration 
 On average an exhibition occupied a venue for 4.7 days – on 

average exhibitions were open for 2.4 days 

 Consumer exhibitions tended to be open for slightly longer - an 

average of 2.6 days compared to 2.4 days for trade exhibitions.  

 The commonest exhibition length, in terms of open days, was 2 

days (47% of exhibitions). 

Visitors 
 Exhibitions attracted an estimated 8.6m visitors in 2016. 

 Consumer exhibitions accounted for the majority of visitors – 

70%. Trade exhibitions accounted for 25% of visitors. 

 Exhibitions, on average, attracted 9,000 visits – a median of 

4,200. 

 Consumer exhibitions, at an average 14,300 visitors (a median of 

8,000), typically attracted over twice the number of visitors as 

trade exhibitions (an average of 5,000 and a median of 3000). 

Ticket Sales and Prices 
 Nearly three quarters (72%) of tickets were sold and/or visitors 

registered before an exhibition. This was higher among trade 

exhibitions (92%) than consumer exhibitions (63%). 

 Trade exhibitions tended to be free - 94% were free.  Consumer 

exhibitions typically charged – 79% levied a charge. The average 

price for a chargeable consumer exhibition was approximately 

£13. 

Industry Sector 
 The Leisure Sector was the largest generator of exhibitions. This 

included a range of sub-sectors like sports, arts, recreation, 

caravanning, hobbies, books, and crafts etc. and accounted for 

20% of exhibitions.   This was followed by the Lifestyle (including 



 
 

Homeware and Weddings) sector, and the Medicine / Healthcare 

and Pharmaceutical sector (both approximately 9%). 

 Consumer exhibitions were strongly orientated to the Leisure 

sector (accounting for 43% of consumer exhibitions). Trade 

exhibitions covered a broader spread of sectors. 

Seasonality 
 September, October and November were the busiest months for 

exhibitions in 2016.  

Year-on-Year Comparisons 
Year-on-year comparisons have been made where comparable 2014, 

2015 and 2016 data exists on an event by event basis. While providing an 

overview of year-on-year change, this should be not regarded as an 

analysis of trends in the overall exhibition sector.  

 Gross exhibition size has increased since 2014 - by approximately 

4%.   

 Overall the number of exhibiting companies was down year on 

year from 2014.  While consumer exhibitions demonstrated a 

small increase (3%), the number of exhibiting companies at trade 

exhibitions was down by 9%. 

 Overall venue hire days have been largely static since 2014. 

However, the average number of exhibition open days did show 

an upturn in 2016 

 Across all exhibition types, average numbers of visitors have 

increased since 2014 – up 5%.    

 Average numbers of visitors to consumer exhibitions have 

increased nearly 9% since 2014. Numbers of visitors to trade 

exhibitions were more static – 2016 levels were slightly down on 

2014 but did show a minor increase on 2015. 

  

  



 
 

Market Insights 
  

An Organiser Perspective 
 

This year’s report does not suggest any major changes in the size, 

performance or nature of exhibitions in the United Kingdom. The sense is 

of an industry growing slowly in tune with the world economy – which 

has recently moved into a remarkably optimistic phase. The UK is, of 

course, a very provincial marketplace, but we still have reasonable spill 

over from the rest of the world. 

It is interesting that the report suggests that space booked is rising at 

circa 2% a year despite there being a very slight fall in net space sold. This 

does not accord with everyone’s anecdotal experience, but the statistics 

do seem resilient. This would seem to suggest that UK trade shows are 

probably growing at around 2% a year in revenue terms and this does tie 

in with the annual results of our major UK-based groups. These suggest 

overall annualised growth rates of circa 3-5%, but from which it is almost 

impossible to separate out the UK from shows in the rest of the world. 

At the time of writing, the dominant story remains the almost frantic 

deal making among the large exhibition groups. Last year I noted that 

deals involving major UK-based event companies had reached £2.4 

billion in total. The current 12 months - and the next 12 – will see even 

larger sums expended. Blackstone’s acquisition of Clarion for circa £590 

million (Clarion was last sold in 2015 for £208 million) generated a rise in 

activity and a febrile atmosphere. Blackstone can have only one objective 

– to grow Clarion from an EBITDA (profit before interest in rough terms) 

of £45 million to £150 or perhaps £200 million. To do this they will have 

to make a number of large deals – you really can’t do it at £100,000 a 

time – and there are vanishingly few of those around. 

But this was dwarfed by Informa’s long-expected bid for UBM, the 

objective being to create a trade show behemoth worth £9 billion and 

the largest in the world. Informa plus UBM would have a combined 

events revenue of some £1,450 million compared with Reed’s £1,120 

million (Comexposium come a distant third with circa £263 million). This 

bid had a number of peculiar features. One was that the board of UBM 

(“the target”) instantly recommended the offer and it became clear that 

they were not, individually, part of the merged group’s future. This is 

highly unusual – the boards of “target” companies almost invariably 

mouth platitudes about the bid “undervaluing the company” etc etc. The 

press and analysts were also tart. ‘The Times’ pointed out that Informa 

had chosen not to bid for Advanstar ($972 million at 12X multiple) or 

AllWorld (£382 million at 14.7X multiple) when UBM bought them. 

Informa themselves have recently paid $1.2 billion for Penton at an 11X 

multiple – the numbers begin to make mere exhibition organisers feel 

dizzy. 

The details quoted above give the sense of a business where good 

exhibition assets are being traded at perhaps 14X or 15X profits and such 

numbers may even go higher. Ascential’s (formerly EMAP) rumoured 

disposal of its own major exhibition assets is clearly one to watch 

carefully. 

The one thing we can be certain of is that there will be more deals and 

even larger sums spent. It is not impossible that we will become similar to 

the newspaper industry – where a once very diffuse and very widely 

spread business eventually came to be dominated by just three or four 

players. And that will be a very different environment indeed. 

Phil Soar, Chairman & CEO, CloserStill Group 

  



 
 

A Supplier Perspective – ‘It’s the experience, stupid’  

A key statistic caught my eye this year.  Gross exhibition space is up 4% 
despite a small reduction in space booked by exhibitors. So what’s driving 
the data? It seems there’s been a shift in organiser thinking: it’s the 
experience, stupid. 

The trend has been building for some time, but the fact that the uptick in 
‘non exhibiting’ space is so significant this year suggests it has now 
become mainstream. Exhibitions are evolving from pure ‘buyer-meets-
seller’ platforms to delivering a broader, richer, community experience 
for visitors and exhibitors alike. 

Here at GES we are seeing a bigger emphasis on education, product 

demonstration, hands-on product testing, peer-to-peer networking and 

even entertainment. More of the show floor is now dedicated to ‘feature 

areas’ – and they are increasing in scale and sophistication. From 

champagne bars to fashion catwalks, demo kitchens with celebrity chefs 

to general sessions with international gurus, intimate breakout sessions 

to table tennis and scalextric tracks. And there’s no discernible difference 

between consumer and trade shows – experience is paramount across 

both segments.   

It all sounds rather exciting but, as we all know, it plays havoc with a 

show’s yield. Does the investment pay off? Exhibitors have always been 

vocal when activities take the action off the show floor – so how can 

organisers balance the need for bustling aisles with show stopping 

content that increases attendance rates and improves dwell times? 

Savvy organisers are deploying a number of tactics that help resolve the 

conundrum. The show floor plan has become a vital tool in ‘experience 

design’ – with the best operators combining visitor engagement 

technologies like Poken with data intelligence platforms to track traffic 

flow, improve wayfinding, determine hot spots and drive footfall across 

the whole floor. The holy grail is doing it in real time – so you can 

measure interactions as they happen and make interventions that create 

alternative traffic flows at peak times or during popular speaker sessions 

– to ensure the floor stays buzzing, 

Sponsorship programmes are also evolving – moving away from simple 

static banner opportunities to creating immersive, engaging experiences 

on the show floor. The ideal sponsor is one who adds value to the overall 

attendee experience – it’s good for the show, the visitor and the 

commercial partner, as it delivers real brand engagement. Sponsorship 

revenues are almost certainly under-exploited across the industry – a rich 

seam still to be mined for many organisers.   

The experience genie is firmly out of the bottle. The exhibition industry is 

increasingly in competition with big brands going solo and running their 

own, large scale customer events that sometimes feel more akin to a 

music festival than a traditional B2B meeting. GES is looking forward to 

continuing to partner with our customers to deliver unforgettable, 

meaningful and measurable experiences. 

Nick Marshall, Executive Chairman, GES EMEA & ESSA Board 

Member
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1.1 Introduction  
 

The Association of Event Venues (AEV), the Association of Event 

Organisers (AEO), and the Event Supplier and Services Association 

(ESSA) are undertaking a programme of research into the size, scale and 

characteristics of the UK exhibitions sector. 

The following report is divided into two main sections. The first provides 
an overview of the dimensions of activity in 2016 and includes data on: 

 The number and type of exhibitions  

 The number of visits to UK exhibitions 

 A number of other performance indicators such as: 

o Event duration 

o Event size - both gross and net 

o Ticket sales and prices 

 Events by industrial sectors 

 Seasonality of events. 

The second section provides a trend analysis for 2014, 2015 and 2016. 

This is based on a sample of events where comparable year-on-year data 

exists. 

The research is based on a survey of venues (in AEV membership) and 

organisers (in AEO membership) which involved collecting and 

reconciling detailed individual exhibitions.  The next section provides an 

overview of the methodology for the research. 
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1.2 Methodology 
 

Data collection 
The survey involved data collection from both UK venues and organisers 

(typically AEO or AEV members) on a self-completion basis. The same 

questionnaire was used for both groups and a range of data was collected 

on individual exhibitions.    

Checking and reconciliation  
The survey then involved a process of data checking and reconciliation. 

This included checking responses to ensure exhibitions qualified (see 

glossary of terms) – exhibitions outside this threshold were excluded 

from the analysis.  

The survey collected data on exhibitions from both venue and organiser 

perspectives and this meant a number of duplicated values for some 

exhibitions. These were reconciled to ensure only one record per 

exhibition (NB where there were cases of discrepancies between records, 

responses from organisers were treated as the principal response).  

Sample universe and response rates 
Exhibition venues were categorised into three groups - primary, 

secondary and other venues.  These were defined partly on the basis of 

relative size but also likely business levels as the table (right) summarises.  

 

 

 

 

 

Venue Type  Definition Examples 

Primary Primary venues have a capacity 

of over 20,000m2. They are 

those that are proactive in the 

exhibitions sector and manage 

a high volume of events. 

Exhibitions will account for all 

(or the majority) of their 

turnover 

National Exhibition Centre 

(NEC), ExCel London, Olympia 

London, and Scottish Event 

Campus (SEC) 

 

Secondary Typically secondary venues 

have a capacity of 10,000 to 

20,000m2 (but some may be 

larger or smaller). They are 

moderately busy in the market 

place with approximately a 

couple of events each month.  

Exhibitions will form a 

significant part of their 

turnover.  

ACC Liverpool/Liverpool 

Exhibition Centre*, Aberdeen 

Exhibition and Conference 

Centre, Business Design 

Centre, Harrogate International 

Centre, Ricoh Arena*, 

International Centre Telford, 

Manchester Central. 

Other  Typically (but not always) 

smaller venues with less than 

10,000m2 capacity. Exhibitions 

will tend to be an ancillary or 

minority part of their business, 

and they will only host 

exhibitions on an ad-hoc or 

irregular basis 

Alexandra Palace, Barbican 

Exhibition Centre, 

Bournemouth International 

Centre, Wembley, the O2, 

Yorkshire Event Centre, 

Manchester United etc. 

 

* Re-categorised ‘other’ (in 2014) to secondary in 2015 due to known levels of business 

and/or new exhibition facilities. 

The following table summarises the number of identified venues (by 

categories) and the numbers of responses. 
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 Supply (AEV 

membership)1 

Sample 

Venues   

Primary 4 4 

Secondary 7 7 

Other 17 7 

1. Our venue audit identified a number of other potential venues that were not in 

AEV membership. No information was available on their performance and it 

was assumed that these are smaller venues in the market place. As such, they 

were not included in the overall supply figures. 

Weighting data and grossing up 
As the table above highlights, the survey has collected data from some, 

but not all, venues in AEV membership.  The survey provides a 

comprehensive picture of the performance of primary venues  

There are two potential issues with SASiE. Firstly, it is a sample survey – 

as the table above highlights there are responses from most but not all 

venues. Secondly, where there are responses, there is not necessarily a 

complete dataset – i.e. respondents excluded some data. 

To address this the data needs to be weighted and grossed up to provide 

an estimate of the overall performance of the sector (not just the 

sample). This has been done on the basis of venues (rather than 

organisers) since the overall supply is known.  

Venues perform in different ways so they have been weighted according 

to their categorisation.  Weighting was a two-stage process.   

Firstly, sample data was grossed up to provide an estimate of the overall 

number of exhibitions.  The following table illustrates the process for all 

exhibitions. The estimated number of exhibitions (column C) was 

calculated by multiplying number of venues (by venue category – column 

A) by average number of exhibitions per venue (Column B). 

Grossing up process  

Venue Category  

A. No. of 

venues 

B. Average 

no of 

exhibitions 

per venue 

C. Estimated 

exhibitions 

Primary 4 126 504 

Secondary 7 34 240 

Other – AEV members 17 12 204 

Total    948 

NB data is rounded 

The second stage was to align other data in the sample (e.g. visitor 

numbers, exhibition duration etc.) by weighting it so that it reflected the 

overall universe.  The weighting framework was based on the number of 

exhibitions derived in the first stage - i.e. the number of exhibitions by 

exhibition type and venue categorisation.  Unless otherwise stated, all 

data in this report is weighted by the exhibition / venue - so sample data 

for consumer exhibitions at other venues is weighted by the estimated 

number of consumer exhibitions in other venues etc. 

For data relating to visitor numbers, outlying values (i.e. exhibitions with 

over 100,000 visits) in the sample were excluded for ‘other’ venues since 

they could have a significant impact and skew on the results when 

grossed up.   

Trend Analysis 
Section 3 provides a trend analysis.  This was based on events that took 

place in 2014, 205 and 2016, and where there was a consistent dataset.  

This analysis should not be regarded as representative of the whole 

exhibition sector – it only looks at certain events in certain venues and 
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will, for example, exclude new, biennial or peripatetic exhibitions. 

However, it does provide an indication of year -on-year change in the 

sector. 

Glossary of terms  
A number of terms are used in this report. 

 An exhibition is an event with at least 500m2 of exhibition space.  

 Exhibition type. Exhibitions are broken down into a number of 
categories. These include: 

 Trade - an exhibition aimed primarily at those working within a 
particular trade sector and its peripherals. Visitors to trade 
exhibitions are usually required to establish their trade bona 
fides. 

 Consumer (also referred to as ‘public’) - an exhibition that is 
primarily organised to attract the consumer or general public. 
Usually makes a charge for admission. 

 Outdoor – an exhibition which primarily uses outdoor space, 
often with temporary structures, which may or may not be held 
at a qualifying venue. 

 Conference – a conference event that also includes a substantial 
(min 500m2) exhibition element. 

 An exhibition organiser - a company or individual that rents venue 
space for an exhibition and resells that space to exhibitors or 
exhibition participants. 

 Exhibition start date - the date the show is open to either trade or 
consumers (or both). 

 Total venue hire days - the number of days that the venue is hired 
for. This would include exhibition set-up, open and break-down days. 

 Total open days - the number of days an exhibition is open to either 
trade or consumers (or both) 

 Gross Hall Space (m2) of exhibition. The overall space occupied by 
an exhibition, irrespective of the floor space occupied by exhibition 
stands, measured in square metres. 

 Net Hall Space (m2) of exhibition. The actual space sold occupied by 
exhibitors/exhibition participants at the exhibition, measured in 
square metres. 

 Number of exhibiting 
companies. Number of 
companies exhibiting at an 
exhibition. 

 Total number of tickets sold / 
visitor registrations. The total 
number of tickets sold or 
registrations for an exhibition 
including trade and consumers 
(including complimentary 
tickets). 

 % of tickets sold pre-show/ 
visitors registered pre-show. 
Proportion of tickets sold or 
registrations that happened 
before an exhibition 

 Average price. The average 
price of all tickets sold. 
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2 Dimensions 2016 
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2.1 Number and Type of Exhibitions  
 

In 2016, there were an estimated 948 exhibitions at 
the UK’s main exhibition venues. 
 

The number of events was up 9.7% on 20151. 
 

Trade exhibitions accounted for 45% (an estimated 427 events). 

Consumer (or public) exhibitions accounted for a similar proportion - 44% 

of exhibitions (an estimated 418 exhibitions). The remaining 11% of 
                                                                    
1 Based on venues responding in both 2015 and 2016 (not the weighted data). 

events were conferences that incorporated a significant exhibition 

element. 

 

The majority of exhibitions were held in the four 
primary venues2. 
 

Primary venues hosted 504 exhibitions - 53% of the UK’s total. Secondary 

venues hosted 25% of exhibitions. 

 

2 See section 1.2 for a definition.  
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On average each venue hosted 34 exhibitions in 2016  
 

However, there were marked differences by venue type. Primary venues 

on average hosted 126 exhibitions.  Secondary venues hosted an average 

of 34 exhibitions in 2016 and ‘other’ venues an average of 12 exhibitions. 
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2.2 Exhibition Sizes 

Average exhibition size (gross3) was 10000m2 in 2016 – 
the median was 6000m2 

 

 

                                                                    
3 The overall space occupied by an exhibition, irrespective of the floor space occupied by 

event stands, measured in square metres. 

Primary venues, not surprisingly, hosted larger exhibitions than 

secondary and other venues.  Average event size in primary venues was 

14,700m2 compared to 4700m2 in secondary venues 
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The following table summarises sizes by different exhibition types. 

 

Trade exhibitions varied in size – the commonest size was 2500-5000m2. 

Consumer exhibitions were most commonly medium -sized (5000-

8000m2).  

 

Conference exhibitions in 2016, tended to be below 5000m2.  

  

Exhibition size (gross m2) 

Exhibition size  All 

exhibitions 

(%) 

Trade 

(%) 

Consumer 

(%) 

Conference 

(%) 

Primary 

(%) 

Secondary 

(%) 

Other venue 

(%) 

Small (up to 2500 m2) 15 15 11 33 10 26 16 

Small / medium  (2500-

5000 m2) 
23 25 19 28 20 37 13 

Medium (5000-8000 m2) 26 22 33 13 15 26 52 

Medium/large (8000-

15000 m2) 
19 20 21 11 26 10 14 

Large (15000 + m2) 17 18 16 15 30 1 5 

Average (gross m2) 10000 9700 10400 9700 14700 4700 4700 

Median 6000 6000 6500 4700 8700 4000 4300 
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Net exhibition size4 was 6100m2.  
 

 

The median was 3200m2 in 2016.   

 

 

 

 

                                                                    
4 The actual space sold occupied by exhibitors/event participants at the event. 

Net exhibition size was typically about half of gross 
exhibition size. 
  

The ratio5  of net to gross size for all events was 53%.   

  

5 NB this ratio is based on exhibitions where data is available for both gross and net 
exhibition space. 
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2.3 Number of Exhibiting Companies 
 

On average, an exhibition had 169 exhibiting 
companies.  
 

Trade and consumer exhibitions tended to be approximately the same 

size with around 180 exhibiting companies in 2016.  Conference 

exhibitions were considerably smaller (an average of 83 exhibiting 

companies). 

 

Primary venues typically hosted exhibitions with larger numbers of 

exhibiting companies (an average of 198) than secondary and other 

venues.   

The commonest exhibition size was 50-150 exhibiting companies for 

trade and consumer exhibitions. 
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On average, there was one exhibiting company per 
75m2 gross venue space. 
 

Gross sqm per exhibiting company was much lower in secondary and 

other venues than primary venues, and slightly lower for trade events.  It 

was much bigger for conference events (180m2). 
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2.4 Exhibition Duration 
 

On average an exhibition occupied a venue for 4.7 
days. Exhibitions were open for an average of 2.4 days. 
 

The approximate set up and breakdown time was 2.4 days in 2016. 

 

  

In 2016, set up and breakdown times, and open days were greater for 

consumer exhibitions than trade exhibitions.   

 

The most common length for venue hire was 5-7 days. 
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 The commonest exhibition length, in terms of open 
days, was 2 days.  
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2.6 Number of Visitors 
 

In 2016, there were approximately 8.6m visitors across 
exhibitions at UK venues. 
 

 

 

 

 

Consumer exhibitions attracted the majority of 
visitors. 
 

Consumer exhibitions accounted for over two thirds (70%) of visitors. 

Trade exhibitions accounted for 25% of visitors. 
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Primary venues accounted for the majority of visitors 
 

Primary venues accounted for over two- thirds (74%) of visitors. 

 

 

 

Average event attendance was 9,000 visitors. The 
median was 4,200. 
 

 

Consumer events were significantly larger – an average of 14,300 visitors. 

Trade events were 5,000 visitors on average. 
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2.7 Ticket Sales and Prices 
 

Nearly three quarters of tickets were sold and/or 
visitors registered before an exhibition. 

 

                                                                    
6 NB the sample size this analysis was based on was small (approximately 135 
exhibitions) so the figures should be treated as indicative. It was not weighted. 

Levels of tickets sold and / or visitors registered before an event were 

higher among trade exhibitions (92%) than at consumer exhibitions 

(63%).6 

Over half of exhibitions (55%) did not charge for 
admission. 
 

There were significant differences between consumer and trade 

exhibitions.  Trade exhibitions were typically free – only 6% of those 

covered in the survey charged. In contrast, most consumer exhibitions 

levied a charge (79%).   
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The average price for entry to all exhibitions (where there was a charge) 

was £13.10.   
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2.8 Industry Sector 
 

The Leisure sector was the largest sector for 
exhibitions. 
This included a range of 

sub-sectors like sports, 

arts, recreation, 

caravanning, hobbies, 

books, and crafts etc. and 

accounted for over 20% of 

exhibitions.    

 

This was followed by the 

Lifestyle (including 

Homeware and Weddings) 

sector (8.7%), and the 

Medicine / Healthcare and 

Pharmaceutical sector 

(8.6%). 
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There were variations by different exhibition types.  
 

Consumer exhibitions were strongly orientated to the Leisure sector 

(43% of consumer exhibitions), the Lifestyle / Wedding / Homeware 

sector (nearly 13%) and the Education / Careers / Training sector 

(approximately 9%). These three sectors accounted for approximately 

two-thirds (64%) of consumer exhibitions. 

 

Trade exhibitions covered a broader spread of sectors.  The most 

important ones were Medicine / Healthcare / Pharmaceuticals 

(approximately 13%), Industry and Industrial processing (over 8%).  

Conferences with exhibitions also tended to be from a small number of 

sectors – Medicine / Healthcare / Pharmaceuticals, Business to Business 

Services, and Computers / Telecoms etc.   These three sectors accounted 

for approximately 46% of conference exhibitions. 

   Industrial Sectors (% of exhibitions by exhibition type) 

 
All 

exhibitions 
Trade Consumer Conference 

Leisure (Hobbies, Recreation, Arts, Sports, Books, Crafts, Caravans etc.) 20.4% 3.3% 42.8% 1.3% 

Lifestyle, Wedding, Homeware and Gardening 8.7% 6.6% 12.6% 1.3% 

Medicine, Healthcare, Pharmaceuticals 8.6% 12.5% 2.2% 16.5% 

Education, Careers, Training 6.7% 5.7% 8.7% 3.8% 

Building and Construction 6.6% 8.8% 4.5% 7.6% 

Catering, Food processing, Beverages 5.9% 7.6% 4.5% 5.1% 

Aerospace, Automobile, Marine, Public Transport & Defence  5.3% 5.4% 5.5% 5.1% 

Other Service Industries (e.g. retail and gifts, banking, financial) 5.1% 7.6% 2.4% 7.6% 

Computers, Telecoms, Electronics, Broadcasting, Audio/Visual 5.1% 7.1% 1.0% 17.7% 

Business to Business Services and Equipment, Conferences 4.8% 5.9% 1.7% 11.4% 

Industry & processing, Manufacturing, Engineering and Science 4.3% 8.5% 0.7% 1.3% 

Energy, Power and Water, Environment 3.2% 6.1% 0.0% 5.1% 

Clothing, Textiles, Footwear, Beauty, Hair 2.7% 3.1% 2.9% 0.0% 

Travel and Tourism 1.9% 1.9% 2.4% 0.0% 

Agriculture, Livestock, Forestry, Animal Shows  1.9% 2.6% 1.5% 0.0% 

Maintenance & cleaning / Protection & security 0.7% 1.2% 0.2% 0.0% 

Other 8.2% 6.2% 6.4% 16.5% 
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2.9 Seasonality 
 

September, October and November were the busiest 
months for exhibitions in 2016 
 

Together they accounted for approximately 40% of exhibitions.  

The quietest months were in the winter (January and December) and in 

the summer (July and August). 

 

 

Trade and consumer exhibitions followed a similar 
seasonality pattern. 
Consumer exhibitions, in 2016, were more likely to be concentrated in 

October and November. Trade events were more likely to take place in 

September and October. 

 



23 | P a g e  
 

 

3 Trend Analysis  
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3.1 Exhibition Size 

Gross exhibition size has increased since 2014 - by 
approximately 4% 

 

Consumer events were marginally smaller in 2015 but recovered in 2016 – 

3% up on 2014 levels. 
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3.2 Number of Exhibiting Companies  

Overall the number of exhibiting companies was down 
year on year from 2014. 

 

This was caused by a decrease in the number of exhibitors at trade 

exhibitions. 

 

 Consumer exhibitions demonstrated the opposite pattern – with a small 

increase in 2016 (over 2014). 
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3.3 Exhibition Duration  

 

Overall venue hire days have been largely static since 
2014.  
 

 

 

However, the average number of exhibition open days 
did show an upturn in 2016. 

Average open days were up nearly 7% on 2014 levels – this was 

particularly the case among trade exhibitions. 
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3.4 Number of Visitors 

Across all exhibition types, numbers of visitors have 
increased since 2014 – up 5%. 

This increase was a result of higher visitor numbers at consumer 

exhibitions which were up in both 2015 and 2016.  

Numbers of visitors to trade exhibitions were more static – 2016 levels 

were slightly down on 2014 but did show a minor increase on 2015. 
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Global Study 2017 

Background & methodology 

The Association of Event Organiser’s (AEO) annual International Research Project 2017 launched in 

June to complement the SASiE (Sizing and Scale Index of Events) research project, which maps the 

UK exhibitions market. 

The AEO commissioned Zing Insights to undertake research that will help promote the value of the 

UK exhibitions industry, fuel conversations with Government and provide a benchmark for future 

Economic Impact Studies for the sector. 

The 2017 study followed the same format as the previous year, whereby a simple spreadsheet was 

employed for data collection. An organisation’s responses from previous years were included in 

individual password-protected spreadsheets before being sent out to a database of members 

provided by the AEO. This spreadsheet format was designed to aid comparison since organisations 

could see their previous results and therefore provide better like-for-like, accurate and progressive 

sets of results, as well as making it easier to share completion internally. 

From a database of 62 AEO members (provided by the AEO) the survey was completed and returned 

by 24 organisations (exceeding the 20 achieved in both 2015 and 2016) achieving a response rate 

of 39%. 17 of these were participants from the preceding year (2015/16) meaning the research 

maintains a high degree of comparability year-on-year. 

For the first time, the 2017 study also achieved a full response from the AEO’s International Group, 

which currently comprises 13 organisations who operate globally. Analysis throughout the report will 

be focused on the aggregated totals of all respondents, however, International Group results will be 

noted where relevant. 

This year we also conducted some brief qualitative telephone interviews with senior level participants 

to add context to the study. Anonymised comments and insight gained from these will be noted 

throughout the report where relevant. 

Results are based on the period from 31st March 2016 to 1st April 2017. 
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Current events 

4 of this year’s participants currently organise events only in the UK and 3 only overseas, whilst the 

majority (17) hold both UK and overseas events.  

85% currently organise trade events only, whilst the remaining 15% deliver both consumer 

and trade, staying very much in line with 2015/16 (88% vs. 12%). 

 

Overall, there was very little movement in the types of events being delivered in 2016/17 compared 

to the previous year. 94% of participants currently deliver trade fairs/exhibitions/expos, and three-

quarters are organising trade conferences. The emergence of more alternative formats, such as 

summits, academic/scientific conferences and conventions, has remained stable since we saw it 

increase last year. Festivals have seen a marked 

rise with 15% of respondents now citing this as a 

delivered format, compared to none at all in 

2015/16. 

Part of this emerging trend could be a marketing 

tactic to simply rename existing formats, however, 

follow-up research did indicate other drivers, such 

as a new generation of workers entering the 

market place, a blurring of the boundaries 

between our personal and professional lives (pro-

sumerism) and the general changes in the way we 

all consume media in an ever-connected world. 

There is the implication that consumer events are 

enhancing their experience, becoming more 

festivalised, and that B2B is in the process of 
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“There are two important ‘E’ words in the 

events industry: experience and 

engagement. You have to make sure you 

create engagement and the following 

experience will be rewarding.” 

John Whitaker, DMG Events 

 

“Life is merging – because your life is 

online, everything is more transparent, in 

pleasure and in business – we’ve had to 

adapt formats and the multi-format event 

is working better for consumer and trade 

events.” 

Lourda Derry, Easyfairs 
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following in order to deliver more rewarding education, content, fun and engagement.  One 

respondent also commented on the ability for some formats to create a more homogeneous group 

at events where the difference between visitor and exhibitor is not so distinct. 

 

The way in which events are being delivered overseas by AEO’s members also appears to have 

stabilised over the past 12 months. Where 2015/16 saw an increase from 6% of companies organising 

overseas events via license/franchise to 29%, this has stayed in line at 30% in 2016/17. Organising 

events solely through their own company remains the most predominant channel (90%), with 35% 

also using a partner network. 

On average, AEO members organised 46 events each outside of the UK between 31st March 2016 

and 1st April 2017, compared to 36 in the 12 months before. However, it is important to note here that 

this mean average masks huge variation between organisers, with a fifth (20%) organising over 100 

and 5% just one.  

There is a similar picture for UK events, where AEO members arranged an average of 32 events each, 

compared to 25 in 2015/16 and 24 in 2014/15. Again, this hides variation, with 20% only organising 

one event and 10% over 100. A quarter of members organised between 21 and 50 events in the 

2016/17 period. 

In terms of geo-adaptations/clones, there is broad variation ranging from 15% of participants who 

organise less than 10% of their events as geo-adaptations to 20% for whom more than 91% of events 

are clones. Follow-up discussions highlighted the importance of geo-cloning in being able to grow 

and expand into developing regions. 

As in 2015/16, AEO member participants who operate outside of the UK (20) are active on average 

in 6-10 countries, which has remained the same for the last 2 years. Unsurprisingly, Western Europe 

remains the most popular with 100% of respondents citing this as an active region. North America 

(70%), the Far East (65%) and Southeast Asia (65%) follow. There is very little change year-on-year with 

regards to where companies are currently active.  
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However, there has been an increase in the average number of events being organised, both inside 

and outside of the UK. Amongst our 24 study participants, 1,390 events were organised globally in the 

2016/17 period. This is a significant increase on the year before (1,049), yet it is important to note that 

some of this increase is inflated by the higher response rate in 2017. Like-for-like there has still been a 

+6.6% increase in the number of events organised by participants of both 2016/17 and 2015/16 

studies. The International Group accounted for 1,092 global events organised in this period. 

The majority of regions have seen an increase in activity, significantly so in the case of North America, 

rising from 177 in 2015/16 to 302 events in 2016/17, and the Middle East and Northern Africa (46 in 

2015/16 vs. 142 in 2016/17).  

12 of the AEO members who participated in the 2016/17 study told us which regions they find the 

most challenging to operate in. The Far East (4), Middle East and Northern Africa (4) and South 

America and the Caribbean (4) were cited as the most challenging, with language, political and 

economic instability, and regulations and restrictions noted as particular barriers. A number of our 

follow-up participants also mentioned the political instability in places like Africa, noting that this can 

make certain countries particularly difficult to deliver events in – although a couple suggested that 

Africa does represent massive opportunity if you are prepared to take a high risk. Interestingly, 3 said 

that Western Europe was the most challenging with cost cited as a major factor for events held in this 

region. 

On the other hand, amongst the 15 participants who told us which regions they find the most success 

working in, Western Europe (8) and North America (8) ranked the highest. Minimal language barriers, 

a good choice of venues and a wealth of local experience contributed to these ratings. Of particular 

note, despite the aforementioned barriers creating challenges, just over a quarter (4 each) 
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suggested that Southeast Asia and the Far East can be the most successful, given the wealth of 

economic growth currently taking place, indicating that in some cases the benefits of working in 

these regions are outweighing the challenges. 

Unsurprisingly, there is little change in terms of the sectors respondents are most active in. 

Manufacturing (75%), and transport, storage and communications (60%) remain at the top, although 

the latter has seen some growth compared to 2015/16 (47%). There has been some movement further 

down the list, with wholesale and retail trade – a tough sector in general at the moment – seeing 

some decline after a period of growth in 2015/16, and electricity, gas, steam and air, and business 

services and finance sectors both experiencing growth. 
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Economic impact1 

In total, overseas events were responsible for circa. £1.68bn in revenues returned to the UK by AEO 

members in 2016/17. Whilst this suggests considerable growth compared to 2015/16 (£1.22bn), this 

has been inflated by a higher response rate. However, like-for-like there has been a +2.1% increase 

in overseas turnover, representing an additional £26m in real terms. 

The activities of the International Group contributed £1.5bn in total overseas turnover generated by 

AEO members. 

For those operating overseas in the 2016/17 period, an average 66% of revenues were generated 

outside of the UK, a very slight increase compared to 64% in the 12 months before. However, this 

includes a significant range, with 20% relying on overseas events for just 0-10% of total revenue, and 

45% for 91-100%. Overseas revenues varied widely from a minimum of £200k up to £675m. 

The significant increases in activity experienced by North America and the Middle East and Northern 

Africa, which we explored earlier in this report, are reflected by the proportion of total revenue each 

region contributes. North America accounts for 33% of all global revenues returned to the UK by AEO 

members. The second biggest contributors to overseas revenue are Western Europe and the Far East, 

both at 19%. The Middle East and Northern Africa also saw significant growth and now account for 

11% compared to just 2% in 2015/16. 

 

Future events 

3 of the 4 UK only organisers said they definitely won’t be launching an exhibition or event outside of 

the UK in the next 2 years, whilst 1 said they probably will. For those already operating overseas, we 

see a similar picture to 2015/16 indicating a high level of overseas activity in the next 2 years – 17 of 

the 19 said they will definitely or probably launch a new exhibition or event overseas in the next 2 

years, compared to just 2 who definitely or probably won’t.  

Continuing the trend from last year, the majority of organisers are solely considering trade events  for 

overseas launches (14 out of 19), with the remaining 5 focusing on both consumer and trade. All will 

look to organise events themselves, with a few also considering operating through a partner network 

(6 out of 20) and via a license/franchise (3 out of 20). 

Our follow-up research with participants outlined a generally positive outlook on the global event 

industry’s current and continuing health. Although not universal, with certain regions (e.g. Africa) and 

sectors (e.g. oil and gas) facing troubling times, participants noted good growth opportunities, lots 

of investment and acquisition from both already established organisers and outside investors, and a 

healthy level of confidence. 

Western Europe, North America and Southeast Asia are the most popular regions for new event 

launches, each being cited by two-thirds of the sample considering launches in the next 2 years. A 

number of individual countries are pinpointed, including the UK, USA, Singapore, China and 

Germany. 

                                                           
1 The revenue figures reported exclude UK events, and account only for overseas revenues delivered through a UK 
based office). 
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Response to which regions offer the greatest growth opportunities in the next 5 years mirrors this 

outlook for launches in the next 2 years. Southeast Asia continues to represent the greatest potential, 

with a third (33%) citing this as the biggest opportunity for growth, whilst a quarter (24%) see their 

greatest opportunities in North America or Western Europe. Again, there has been very little change 

compared to 2015/16.  
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Conversations with participants indicated that 

the significant economic growth currently 

taking place in Southeast Asia, and that is 

continuing in Far East markets like China, makes 

these regions particular areas of growth 

potential because of increasing demand for 

product and processes.  

There is also sentiment that these regions have 

now reached a maturity level where global 

organisers and companies alike have 

confidence in investing into their markets. 

For the first time this year, we asked members what they thought would have the greatest impact on 

their ability to deliver overseas events in the next 12 months. More than half (55%) of respondents 

indicated that the global economy has the most potential to impact on business activities, by far the 

biggest concern. The relationship between global economic health and general confidence was 

indicated by the follow-up research – highlighting that when confidence falls as a result of economic 

uncertainty, so too does investment activity, particularly when it comes to luxuries – which events 

have often been deemed as. However, one participant showed optimism that the view towards 

events was starting to change slightly, with the face-to-face interactions being seen more and more 

as a strategic necessity, rather than a “nice-to-have”. Political unrest, Brexit and skills shortages also 

have potential to impact business.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Far East and Southeast Asian markets 

have hit a maturity level where a much wider 

range of organisers are comfortable that they 

are stable enough to do business in.” 

Damion Angus, Montgomery 

 

“These are economies that are buying, with 

growing middle classes that are hungry for 

product and the component parts needed to 

make those products.” 

John Whitaker, DMG Events 
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Summary & conclusions 

The global events industry for AEO members continues to grow, with overseas revenue now 

measured at nearly £1.7bn. The International Group accounts for circa. £1.5bn of this. To put this into 

context, this puts the events sector just outside of the top 30 in terms of UK commodity export 

contributions to the UK economy in 2016, after mineral manufacturers; dyeing, tanning and colouring 

and inorganic chemical. To add further context, the UK events industry delivers a contribution 

equivalent to 1/24th of the top ranked sector, mechanical machinery (£40.7bn)2. 

On average, overseas events contribute 66% of total global revenues, including those generated in 

the UK for AEO members. 

AEO members delivered more than 1,300 events globally, with the International Group accounting 

for 1,092 of these in the surveyed period. 

The emergence of new event formats like festivals and summits continues, as the need to create and 

deliver more engaging experiences and ‘pro-sumer’ events for visitors and exhibitors increases – 

however, this is not to the detriment of the more traditional exhibitions and conferences, which both 

remain relatively stable.  

There has been some movement amongst the industries in which event organisers are currently 

active, with activity in areas like retail and public services showing instability and decline in the last 

couple of years – it is very likely this reflects the current economic health of these sectors. 

The international activities of UK based event organisers continue to thrive in all corners of the globe 

– with regions like North America and the Middle East and Northern Africa showing significant growth 

in the last year. 

Southeast Asia, continues to offer the greatest opportunities for business growth, with economic 

growth in the region reaching a point of maturity meaning businesses are now more confident to 

invest heavily. Whilst it doesn’t necessarily bare out in the data, follow-up conversations have 

suggested that the Far East continues to offer great opportunities to continue delivering events. 

The research this year indicated that the global economy is likely to have the greatest impact on an 

organiser’s ability to deliver overseas events over the next 12 months. Political unrest, Brexit and skills 

shortages are also being watched closely by some organisers.  

                                                           
2 Office of National Statistics, 2017. UK Trade Publication Tables August 2017. Published: 10th October 2017. 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/datasets/publicationtablesuktrade  
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Our discussions also identified some other key challenges 

for UK organisers, with data management and data 

security being critical in the face of new GDPR 

regulations coming into effect in May 2018. The 

increased number of shows being organised by 

independent companies (such as manufacturer open-

days etc), venue security and keeping up with innovative 

technological changes, are also very much on the inside 

of some organisers’ outlook.  

“Security is a big focus for us at the 

moment – there are currently no set 

standards and different venues do 

different things depending on what they 

think is the most important issue and what 

works for them. I think some kind of safety 

and security standard is important as it sets 

out best requirement.” 

Anonymous 
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