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This discussion paper explores 10 ways 
live events and trade-shows can engage 
the generation commonly referred to as, 

The Millennials. 

This is a generation also nick-named the ‘Digital 
Natives’. So not surprisingly, it’s also a foray into some 
of the technologies and applications that are likely to 
weave their way into conferences and tradeshows. 

Indeed, whilst we are talking ‘monikers’, we should 
also mention that Millennials are commonly referred 
to as Gen Y or Generation Y. For comparison and 
reference to various studies in the public domain, 
here we stick to the definition – the generation born 
between 1980 and 2000 – The Millennials.  Although, 
we could argue it’s as much about a mind-set as a 
demographic.

Millennials are not the only generation brands have 
to consider. Their predecessors, the Baby-Boomers, 
are still a force to be reckoned with.  Indeed, some of 
the ideas shared here are equally applicable to both 
generations. 

However, we wanted to project forward.   Allow 
another 5 years and Millennials will be well and truly 
the de facto generation at the helm of the global 
economy. And bearing in mind that often major life 
events influence brand choices, connecting with 
this generation, as they move into the work place or 
positions of influence (arguably life changing events) 
may determine which brands they relate to for 
decades to come. 

Millennials are a generation that grew up with 
technology. Mobile and social spaces are fast 
becoming their eco-system. It’s not that they shun 
personal contact with people. The opposite is true. 
They thrive on personal contact and collaboration – 
co-creativity is their life-force.  They value inclusivity, 
social enterprise and flat empowering organisations. 

However, juxta-position those values against what 
we see in the vast Messes at tradeshows in Europe, 
Asia, the US or The Middle East, where the accent is 
on prestige, corporate breast-beating, and exclusivity, 
something seems out-of-step. 

And it’s not just tradeshows. It’s conferences too. Yes, 
TED has played their part in capturing the new-gen 
event, online and offline. However, there are still many 
staff and customer conferences out there with the 
accent on staging a summit rather than a festival or 
ideation gig.

Against this background, we consider 10 qualities that 
live-events and tradeshows can embrace to better 
connect with Millennials. 
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1. MOBILE ACCESS TO CONTENT AND CONTROL 
OF THE EXPERIENCE
This is a generation that’s grown up with technology 
– mostly wireless devices. Indeed, they’re more than 
comfortable with technology. It’s woven seamlessly 
into their lives. Exhibitors and conference hosts will 
naturally need to incorporate technology to fast-
track processes, facilitate social connections, access 
content and provide a more immersive, entertaining 
experience. These will likely become hygiene factors, 
not options. 

The focus is switching from 
the social life of brands to the 

personal life of brands. 
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2. EXPERIENCES ARE VALUED MORE THAN THINGS 
Millennials place greater emphasis on experiences 
than owning things – a trend that’s defining the so-
called sharing economy. However, this also places a 
greater emphasis on novel and immersive experiences, 
spaces and techniques. This could be dramatic, 
inspiring locations. It can be novel ways to experience 
a message. It could be funky break-out areas which 
allow for more interaction and socialising.  It could be 
IBM’s Watson super-computer in mixologist mode. 
Watson can be deployed at a post-conference dinner 
or cocktail event. This novel bar experience analyses 
the attendee’s character and values and creates a 
personalised-cocktail that can be delivered with a 
theatrical flourish by hip bar-staff.

Which brings us conveniently, to the next trait – the 
online persona or personal brand. 



3. SUPPORT THE PROJECTED-SELF 
We’re all brands now – a phenomenon enthusiastically 
embraced by Millennials who use the social web as 
both a vehicle and extension of their identity. The 
selfie. The stories. The personal and shared journeys. 
The successful tradeshow, customer conference or 
brand experience of the future needs to be delivered in 
a place and way that inspires a post on their time line. 
Sure, some internal conferences are private gatherings 
and the content not public. However elements of the 
experience should ideally be sharable if it’s going to 
truly engage. 

Marina Bay Sands, Singapore

SPACES AND INSTALLATIONS 
THAT INSPIRE ENGAGE 
MILLENNIALS AND ACT AS 
SOCIAL PHOTO-OPS.
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4. PROMOTE SHARING AND INCLUSIVITY 
Millennials are far more comfortable sharing and 
collaborating. Sure, they can be very independent 
and individualistic and yet, at the same time, 
inclusive and humanistic. Events and conferences 
need to emphasise collaboration, co-creation and 
interaction. Indeed, it’s also vital that events have an 
informal quality. Millennials see organisations being 
flat i.e. non-hierarchical.  For example, this favours 
staging conferences more like a chat show or a TED-
Talk, rather than an expert panel and podium. And 
stands at tradeshows benefit from more open and 
inspirational areas. 



5. ENABLE SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 
Millennials have a natural inclination to widen their 
social networks in meaningful ways. Events and 
meetings are a great way to do this. Both the format 
of meetings and use of social-Apps and matching 
profiles have a place in the future of tradeshows and 
conferences. Make it easy for attendees to meet 
existing contacts or forge new connections. 

For example: consider how KLM today provides 
passengers flying with them the option to open their 
profile so people who might have common interests 
can select seats together (if both parties are so-
inclined). KLM refer to this service as ‘seat and meet’. 
KLM facilitate connections. 

Think about ways Apps that deliver online content 
might also drive social advocacy – peer to peer 
recommendations – in real time at tradeshows. 

6. ENHANCE SKILLS
The experiences most valued by this generation 
provide new skills, not just information. Think, instant 
skills.  This could be as simple as providing a new way 
to look at opportunities, at the same time as talking 
about a product or service. 

This could be an opportunity to work with the 
company’s research agencies to share insights and 
models for analysing opportunities which are then 
shared as part of demos or immersive experiences on 
the stand or at a conference. 

7. FAST-LANING 
Comfortable with technology and time poor, 
Millennials respond well to applications that simplify 
and speed up processes. So geo-fencing Apps 
that recognize when the delegate has walked up 
to the stand or arrived at a conference venue can 
dramatically enhance the experience and fast-track 
processes, like checking into the hotel or finding the 
account manager they’re scheduled to meet on an 
exhibition stand. 

The prospect or client visiting an exhibition could be 
sent a link or use the event app to locate a picture of 
the person they’re scheduled to meet, or send a photo 
of themselves so they can be found in the crowd. 
Use technology to enhance the experience and the 
efficient use of time. 
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8. HEALTH AND WELLNESS 
Health and wellness is a pursuit not merely a state-
of-being. This is a generation that not only values 
experiences but values experiences that promote 
health and wellness. To this generation, healthy 
doesn’t merely mean ‘not being ill’. Health and 
wellness is a daily commitment to eating right, 
exercising and doing things good for the inner-soul. 
Food and drink that reinforces healthy living is valued. 
Hospitality should emphasise these traits in both 
presentation-style and the food and beverages offered. 
The customer lounge or meeting room lighting and 
ambient music can all build on the notion of a chilled-
state of wellbeing.
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9. DO-GOOD
It’s not only physical activities that matter to this 
generation. Having an agenda that talks about or 
even commits thinking time to initiatives that do-
good for society, goes along way to building a tight 
bond between employee and employer or customer 
and brand.  So if 10% to 15% of an internal staff 
conference can be turned to discussing non-business, 
philanthropic causes, the belief and energy generated 
far outweighs the time diverted from commercial 
topics. 

For customers and their interaction with B2B brands 
at a tradeshow this could be dedicating part of the 
stand to the social good, the company is delivering 
either through the products and approach to product 
development or through the philanthropic, sporting or 
cultural activities supported. 

STAND FOR SOMETHING. 
ENGAGEMENT COMES 
MAINLY DOWN TO 
ADDRESSING THE 
INCONVENIENT TRUTHS 
IN BUSINESS...

More often than not, themes and product demos 
prioritise the commercial benefits and notions 
of status and prestige over tangible life changing 
stories or social innovation. Where such stories are 
introduced, they tend to be a footnote rather than the 
inflection point for starting a conversation.  

Which brings us neatly to the final observation... 
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10. STAND FOR SOMETHING 
Millennials value companies and brands that stand for 
something. 

To do this events and tradeshows need to provoke 
and engage. This comes down to dealing with the 
inconvenient truths in business:  the elephants in the 
room. 

For example, if operating in the automotive arena 
it might be touching on climate change, fossil fuel 
replacement, mass-urbanisation and transport 
pressures and clean air to the impact of the sharing 
economy. Or, if recent events at VW with claims of 
manipulating car emissions tests runs the course, it 
could be addressing the principles of integrity and 
human fallibility that’s the elephant in the room. 

In healthcare the inconvenient truth might be social 
and economic polarization between haves and have-
nots. In ICT it might be attitudes to privacy, access 
to information for haves vs have-nots. Banking, it 
could be the challenge of fast-tracking innovation in a 
sector weighed down by regulation and compliance, 
or the challenge from left of field brands. Each 
company or sector will have its challenges. However, 
acknowledging them can be a quick way to build trust 
by being transparent. 

Dealing with the elephants in the room can endear 
brands to their customers and the wider public. 
Millennials value transparency. 
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AirBnB has made enormous strides in terms of brand awareness and building 
emotional connections, forged around discovering yourself with the campaign 
belong anywhere. Belong Together. There’s a strong social dimension with the 
accent on being ‘human-kind’. 

A B2B play: Hitachi’s master brand is geared around social innovation delivered 
through a campaign that promotes bringing diverse groups together to design 
holistic solutions to the world’s biggest social challenges - from healthcare in 
an ageing population to mass-urbanisation and water management, housing, 
transport and energy.  



Millennials are an empowered (can-do) generation. 
The big challenges for brands and their corporate 
owners is how they engage and inspire this 
increasingly influential segment of society. 

The macho and hierarchical messages that are so 
often subliminally coded into the experiences at 
tradeshows and conferences seem increasingly at 
odds with new values and aspirations. 

To win-over the Millennial half the battle is engaging 
them in ways that implies the company employs 
great people to work with, and emphatically 
understands collaboration and co-creativity. A sense 
of being a flat, inclusive and transparent organisation 
will add brand clout too.  So experiences that deliver 
stories with a social innovation dimension, ideally 
in entertaining and novel ways, help convey these 
attributes.   

S U M M I N G  U P
The Millennials’ lives (work and personal) increasingly 
revolve around the mobile and social eco-system. 
Driving digital content, interaction and fast-laning 
experiences through the use of Apps and mobile web 
browsers, could well become an essential requirement 
for B2B brands engaging customers and stakeholders 
at live events and tradeshows. 
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This paper is intended to prompt discussion about 
how brands can develop deep emotional connections 
with Millennials.  Millennials, an increasingly 
influential cohort in the global economy and business 
circles, come to the party with a different mind-set 
to their predecessors, the Baby-Boomers. With that 
in mind we were interested to understand how their 
values and behaviours might influence the approach 
to conferences, meetings and tradeshows, and 
indeed the myriad experiences offered today from 
road shows, customer centres and pop-up brand 
installations. 

We focused more on the B2B sector, and the 28 to 
35 year old, spectrum of the Millennial Generation. 
As this is the segment that is gradually assuming the 
reins of the global economy. 

So, this paper is the distillation of a significant body 
of publically available desk research along with 
several round table discussions with our experts 
from the world of experiential marketing – all with 
international experience. 

We also interviewed a cross-section of Millennials 
(both genders) from the US, UK, Sweden, Germany 
and China, to test hypotheses. The Millennials 
consulted would be best described as influentials 
and leaders within their cohort. Their experiences 
range from the big ICT events, like Mobile World 
Congress in Barcelona, to the automotive shows in 
Frankfurt, Geneva and Shanghai. The experiences of 
these Millennials also includes staff conferences and 
customer summits their employers host. 

M E T H O D O L O G Y
Are they a homogenous group? On some defining 
attributes or behaviours, we’d argue, yes. Use of 
technology and a natural inclination to use technology 
to access insight, control their experiences and 
interact is a common theme.  However, there are 
country by country differences in priorities and 
expectations. 

For example, cultural differences prevail around gender 
interaction. Also in many countries freedoms are 
limited and stability fragile. All these things can skew 
behaviours, outlook and priorities.  

Culture is always a dynamic and pervasive force 
that affects perspectives. So there are differences 
to consider on a country by country basis. However, 
on the universal values like valuing experiences, 
increasing comfort with diversity, inclusivity, desire 
for transparency, and a pervasive use of technology 
and how identity is shaped through social networks 
and social media, provides common ground. There’s 
also a general optimism amongst Millennials, despite 
recognition that some of them live in countries 
with chronic challenges like inequality, corruption 
and general social and political instability. All these 
values influence what Millennials seek in the way of 
engagement, service culture, and finding emotional 
connections with companies in an experiential, face to 
face situation.

In the desk research phase reference was made to the 
publically available sources listed herewith. Most draw 
on global quantitative studies. 
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The WARC Blog, 18 October 2015, Richard Shotton, 
ZenithOptimedia, Life Events Influence Brand 
Choices. 

Deloitte Global Survey, 2015, The Deloitte Millennial 
Survey – Mind the Gaps.

PwC Global Report, 2015, The Female Millennial: A 
New Era of Talent.

WARC Report, 13 February 2015, Millennials 
Unimpressed by Content.

ARF Event WARC Report, August 2015, IRI Debunks 
5 Millennials Myths.

Fortune Survey, 2015, 100 Best Companies to work 
for.

Goldman Sachs Infographic, 2015, Millennials 
Coming of Age.

Ryan Jenkins Report, 2015, 7 Emerging Millennial 
and Generation Z Trends for 2015.

Coca-Cola Journey article, 13 October 2014, Today’s 
Millennials are Tech-Savvy, Foot-loose, Confident 
and Practical (N.B. this article also referenced 
Telefonica’s 2014 Global Millennial study)

Telefonica Global Report, 2014, Global Millennial 
Survey.

R E F E R E N C E  S O U R C E S
Viacom Media Networks (Scratch) Survey, 2014, The 
Millennial Disruption Index – Industries most likely to 
be transformed by Millennials. 

Universum / INSEAD Global Survey, 2014, Millennials 
– Understanding a Misunderstood Generation.

Havas Worldwide Survey, 2014, Prosumer Report, 
Volume 18, The New Consumer and the Sharing 
Economy. 

Fast Company Article, 1 April 2014, Five Secrets to 
Better Employee Engagement.

Forbes Article, 16 December 2013, Ten Ways 
Millennials are Creating the Future of Work.

TED Talk, May 2010, Sydney Australia, Guest 
Speaker: Rachel Botsman, The Case for Collaborative 
Consumption.

02/ 10 WAYS TO CONNECT WITH MILLENNIALS



Launched in 1982, Shelton Fleming has been 
providing strategic direction and rigour to deliver 
inspiring conferences, exhibitions, road-shows and 
customer experience centres for some of the world’s 
best-known brands. 

Headquartered in the UK, 90% of our work is in 
EMEA, Asia and the Americas.  

Using an insight-driven approach we give brands 
both meaning and a personal touch in a complex, 
digital age. With powerful insights, clarity of thought 
and creativity, we fuse live-brand experiences with 
social brand engagement. Say ‘Hello’ to the personal 
life of brands. 

www.sheltonfleming.com

ABOUT 
SHELTON FLEMING

To explore how the emerging Millennial cohort may 
affect your business, or to discuss an upcoming 
live event, tradeshow or customer engagement 
programme, please contact: 

Joanna Campion
Marketing and Client Relations
Shelton Fleming

joanna.campion@sheltonfleming.com
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This discussion paper has a sister publication called, Millennials and the 
Personal Life of Brands, also available on request. 

For a copy of this publication, please reach out to 
Joanna Campion on joanna.campion@sheltonfleming.com

Whereas, this discussion paper focuses on some practical ways of engaging 
Millennials, Millennials and the Personal Life of Brands explores the mind-set 
in more detail and the broad implications for brand engagement activities, like 
events, road-shows, exhibitions and installations. 
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