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Show Connects Industry Face to Face
By Patrick Durkin, ATA contributing editor

As much as business professionals 
value the power and presence of high-
tech communication for pro� t and 
pleasure, most of them still put more 
stock in face-to-face relationships 
when risking money and reputation.

For instance, a recent survey by 
the Harvard Business Review found 85 
percent of professionals think in-per-
son meetings are essential for sealing 
business deals and 95 percent view 
those meetings as vital to maintain-
ing long-term business relationships. 
In other words, no matter how great 
the technology in our purse, pocket or 
workplace – and no matter how fast or 
clear the connection – nothing matters 
more than direct connections between 
people.

� e value of face-to-face connec-
tions cannot be replicated by smart-
phone apps or duplicated in virtual 
meetings. According to a Forbes Insight 
survey, eight of 10 business executives 
prefer in-person meetings to electronic 
alternatives. � ey cited the need for 
social interaction, greater accountabili-
ty and a better environment as primary 
reasons for the preference. 

Maybe that’s why exhibitors 
and dealers at the ATA Trade Show 
each January say it’s an event they 
can’t a� ord to miss. Just ask Michael 
Blanton, general manager of Hunter’s 
Friend, a stand-alone archery pro shop 
and Internet sales center in Oil Springs, 
Kentucky.

“� e ATA Show is not so much the 
booths and what’s in them as much as 
it is the people coming through and 
the relationships you’re building with 
them,” Blanton said at this year’s show 
in Louisville. “� e ATA Show is more 
about people than it is the show itself, 
I guess.”

One man who believes in the ATA 
Trade Show now more than ever is 
Greg Sesselmann, president and 

founder of Scent-Lok Technologies. 
“� is is our 22nd year in the industry, 
and we weren’t at the show for a couple 
of years,” Sesselmann said in Louisville. 
“We learned to regret that, which is why 
we returned in 2012. We realized we 
had to be here.”

“Smaller stores and mom-and-pop 
shops might not stock a lot of Scent-
Lok’s stu�  but these dealers are atop 
the industry’s pyramid,” Sesselmann 
continued. “� ey’re the in� uencers for 
everyone involved in the bowhunting 
industry. What they see at the ATA 
Show determines what they tell their 
customers and what they buy for their 
pro sta� s. If they don’t see you on 
the show � oor, they start wondering if 
you’re having problems or went out of 
business. You don’t want them talking 
about your absence. You want them 
talking about your products. � at’s a 
big driver for us being here.”

� riving in Hard Times
� e importance of face-to-face 

contact at the ATA Trade Shows has 
probably never been more tested 
than in the past � ve years. Since the 
stock market collapsed in September 
of 2008, economic uncertainties pres-
sured dealers and exhibitors to stay 

home and save the costs of travel, food 
and lodging. Instead, most ATA mem-
bers followed the show to Indianapolis, 
Columbus and Louisville and they plan 
to be in Nashville in January 2014.

“� e recession made it more 
important than ever that ATA dealers 
and exhibitors bene� t by attending the 
Show,” Maria Lewis, the ATA’s Trade 
Show coordinator, said. “It really tested 
the importance of face-to-face connec-
tions. But we’ve had very good return 
rates. We think that indicates exhibitors 
� nd the trade show valuable.”

Lewis said the ATA Trade Show 
is constantly challenged to provide a 
variety of opportunities for dealer and 
exhibitor interactions before, during 
and after show hours. “Order writing is 
a big component of the show for many 
exhibitors but the one big reason we 
always hear is their need to talk to cus-
tomers in person,” Lewis said. “� ere 
isn’t a lot of time to talk most of the 
year, so they need to reconnect at the 
show whenever possible.”

To ensure dealers mingle among 
themselves and spend quality time with 
exhibitors, the ATA tries to keep the 
show’s “Featured Products,” “Dealer 
Lounges” and “Business Hubs” on or 
near the show � oor.

Economic uncertainties have pressed dealers and exhibitors to stay home but instead, most have followed 
the ATA Show to Indianapolis, Columbus and Louisville and they plan to be in Nashville in January 2014.
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Show Connects Industry Face to Face

“As we plan each show and study 
possible � oor layouts, we look for ways 
to maximize opportunities for business 
interactions,” Lewis said. “We also look 
at schedules and events and try to keep 
them from competing with the show 
itself. � at’s why our morning seminars 

(ATA Academy) 
end 15 minutes 
before the show 
opens each day. 
� e dealers can 
use that time 
to talk and ask 
questions among 
themselves or the 
instructors as they 
head toward the 
� oor. Once they 
get there, we try to 
help them spend 
the day there.”

In Louisville, 
for example, the 
show floor was 
large enough to 

accommodate two Dealer Lounges, 
four Business Hubs and the Featured 
Products area. One dealer who took 
advantage of the extra space was Steve 
Riese, owner of All Seasons Archery 
Place in Beaver Dam, Wisconsin.

“� e show � oor was spacious and 

set up very well,” Riese said. “� ere was 
a lot of room to sit down, talk things 
over, look through your paperwork and 
write orders after you stopped at an 
exhibitor’s booth. We did that several 
times during the show. It’s much easier 
than conducting business and making 
decisions while standing in a booth.”

Likewise, Isaac Aleman, sales 
manager for Badlands Inc., liked that 
the Featured Products area was cen-
trally located. “Exhibitors could bring 
their products over there, dead-center 
on the � oor where everyone could see 
things,” Aleman said. “I think that was 
the best thing about this year’s show. 
It was a great way to get your products 
in front of people and get them talk-
ing.”      

Continuing the Conversation
For the past three ATA Trade 

Shows, conversations didn’t end when 
the � oor closed on the � rst two days of 
the show. Starting in 2011, attendees 
could continue talking at the ATA Beer 

According to a Forbes Insight survey, eight of 10 business executives prefer 
in-person meetings to electronic alternatives.
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& Gear Exchange.  � ese nightly events 
are sponsored by Hudalla Associates 
Inc., CanCooker Inc. and Weston 
Vacuum Sealers.

 “We hear all the time that some 
of the best deals originate o�  the show 
� oor,” Lewis said. “Maybe that’s hap-
pening more often now because the 
Beer & Gear Exchange has gotten more 
popular each year. � e idea was to hold 
an event that let people unwind while 
continuing discussions or wrapping up 
deals that started on the � oor.”

When asked for data to support 
claims of Beer & Gear’s popularity, Kurt 
Weber, the ATA’s marketing director, 
didn’t hesitate. He said he can’t count 
noses during these 90 minute events 
but he tracks an important detail for a 
“quasi-scienti� c” benchmark: bever-
age sales.

� e � rst Beer & Gear Exchanges 
were in 2011 in Indianapolis, which 
Weber uses as his baseline. After that, 

the 2012 events in 
Columbus logged 
a 50 percent atten-
dance increase 
and the 2013 
events in Louisville 
showed a 25 per-
cent increase over 
Columbus.

Each Beer & 
Gear event starts 
with 15 minutes 
of product give-
aways by Outtech 
and grows from 
there. “It’s a fun 
event for everyone,” 
Weber said. “Bruce Hudalla and his 
team do a fantastic job promoting the 
event and building excitement with 
cash giveaways. And the CanCooker 
Celebrity Cook-O�  and Weston’s food-
testing demonstrations create a fun 
atmosphere. It’s a great way for deal-

ers to interact with 
exhibitors and rub 
shoulders with the 
industry’s hunting 
celebrities.”

Of course, that 
kind of camara-
derie begins each 
year on the eve of 
the show, when 
Jay Scholes and his 
Outtech team hold 
their high-octane 
“ I n n o v a t i o n s ” 
event. Most deal-
ers have reached 
town by that time 
and most exhibitors 
have � nished set-
ting up their booths 
on the show � oor.

“Innovations is 
always a good time 
because everyone 
knows they face a 
lot of work the next 
three days,” Lewis 
said. “Outtech also 
gives dealers a great 
preview of many 
products they’ll 

see on the � oor and gets them talking 
about which ones they want to see 
� rst.”

More Networking
A more subtle networking 

event, the “International Welcome 
Reception,” precedes the Innovations 
gala. No group of industry profession-
als travels farther to the show than 
these folks, who � y in from Europe, 
Asia, Australia and other distant lands 
each year.

“� e ATA sponsors this reception 
because we know how di�  cult it can 
be for our international guests to meet 
manufacturers and distributors face to 
face,” Lewis said. “Because of time-
zone di� erences, some don’t even talk 
by phone. � e reception gives them a 
chance to meet each other and discuss 
issues like shipping, customs require-
ments and pricing and exchange rates. 
You don’t appreciate their challenges 
until you talk to them.”

� e networking and learning con-
tinues each morning before the show 
with the ATA’s comprehensive seminar 
series, which regularly attracts 300 to 
400 dealers daily. � e seminars feature 
a variety of topics and speakers and 
plenty of interaction before, during and 
after these one-hour classes.

“Seminars give ATA members a lot 
more than handouts to take home,” 
Lewis said. “� e speakers are experts in 
their � elds and they make themselves 
accessible. It’s common to see them 

Some of the show’s best deals originate off the show fl oor at events like the Beer 
& Gear Exchange. 
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exchanging business cards with dealers 
and answering questions from a cluster 
of people who don’t want the seminar 
to end.”

During the show, exhibitors are 
working more than ever to attract deal-
ers to their booths and make their time 
useful and memorable. BowTech, for 
example, has opened the show the past 
few years with live music and pyro-
technics when unveiling its latest high-
end bow. Likewise, Robinson Outdoor 
Products put on runway shows every 
few hours at the Louisville show that 
featured sta�  and celebrities modeling 
the company’s latest products.

Far more common, though, are 
booth events where the exhibitors’ 
sponsored hunting celebrities sit down 
and sign autographs while chatting 
with dealers. At Louisville, the show 
featured nearly 150 celebrity meet-
and-great booth events.

Conclusion
Lewis said all these programs rein-

force the idea that no matter how far 
communications technology advanc-
es, it will never replace handshakes, 
eye contact and one-on-one meet-
ings. After all, this is a people-driven 
industry that sprouted from garage and 
basement workshops and grew into 
international businesses that pass from 
parents to children.

“We realize communications tech-
nology is a double-edged sword,” Lewis 
said. “People and businesses rely on it 
more than ever but it can make things 
too impersonal. It can weaken per-
sonal bonds when people rely on it too 
much. ATA members remind us all the 
time that businesses need a certain 
level of engagement and accountability 
they can’t get from iPhones or com-
puter screens.”

“� e show has been tested the past 
few years by the world economy and 
we’ve worked hard to meet many chal-
lenges but no one thinks our job is 
complete,” Lewis continued. “� e show 
has to maximize everyone’s opportuni-
ties to network face to face. � at’s pos-
sibly the show’s greatest strength. Our 
challenge is to keep it that way.”

Pape’s Online Dealer Show is like bringing over 18,000 items right into your
shop, and Pape’s can deliver the next day in most cases! Show dates allow you
to order late enough to KNOW what’s HOT and offer plenty of inventory for a
profitable season!
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• Shop 24 hours a day for a full 7 days
• Fast Turnover on Your Most Popular Items
• ZERO Lost Hours or Shop Closure
• ZERO Expense for Food, Lodging and Travel
• ZERO Tired Feet!
• Best Prices of the YEAR
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