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This discussion paper explores how live events and 

trade-shows may need to evolve if they’re going to 

engage the generation commonly referred to as 

The Millennials. 
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This thought-piece is the outcome of several 
roundtable discussions that looked at the Millennials’ 
values along with ideas for engaging them. This paper 
focuses on their values. Another paper,  referenced 
in the final page of this document, explores ideas for 
engaging Millennials.

Importantly, this is also a foray into some of the 
technologies and applications that are likely to weave 
their way into conferences and tradeshows. And 
that’s perhaps not surprising. This is a generation also 
referred to as the ‘Digital Natives’. 



Indeed, whilst we are talking ‘monikers’, we should 
mention that Millennials are also 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.

 
So, who are the Millennials? And what got us thinking 
about them?

Let’s start with what triggered our interest. 

Sure, there’s a lot of impressive studies and sound-
bites emerging about Millennials. We’ve read our 
fair share and reference these later.  However, we’re 
also meeting and working with the 28 to 35 year 
old cohort who are increasingly in charge of vast 
commercial arms in the titans of the Fortune 100. In 
getting to know these emergent leaders, it becomes 
apparent that their values are different to the previous 
generation, the Baby-Boomers. To quote a Coca-Cola 
(2014 article) this is a generation that’s tech savvy, 
foot-loose, confident and practical.

A conversation with a Millennial can go along the lines 
of (28 year old female) “I’ll be moving to California in 
the next couple of months to head up XYZ initiative. 
First I’m taking 3 months off to travel and do some 
charity work in Sri Lanka.” Probe and we find their 
employer is supportive. And probe further, it’s not 
the first sabbatical. It’s the second in almost as many 
years. 

Yet, they’re super hard working. Though their focus is 
on working smart rather than just hard. Clearly, if the

above story is anything to go by, work life balance is 
high on this generation’s agenda.  

They have an intense interest in creative projects. 
Collaboration and co-creativity is a common mantra.  

They shun hierarchy. 

And before you think – this is just that titan in the 
world of Search – we encounter these stories talking 
to Millennials coming up through the ranks of familiar 
petro-chem and pharma groups, amongst other 
sectors.

That got us thinking. Here’s this can-do generation. 
That’s excited about life. A generation that’s very 
unassuming about their status and success. The SBUs 
they’re starting to oversee run to 100s of millions of 
dollars or even billions. We’d never know because their 
demeanour is often relaxed – and egalitarian.  Their 
dress-code casual. There’s little sense of a hierarchical 
culture or self-importance. 

However, juxta-position those values against what 
we see in the vast Messes and halls at tradeshows in 
Europe, Asia, the US or The Middle East, where the 
accent is on prestige, corporate breast-beating, and 
exclusivity (not inclusivity) 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.
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So, Millennials are at that stage where their economic 
clout and certainly their social savvy will increasingly 
overtake their predecessors, the Baby-Boomers. 
Predecessors, who until now were the post-war 
generation to enjoy the limelight, and to be fair, still 
have some glow. But this isn’t about Boomers, it’s a 
look forward.   

Can activities, like for example B2B events in financial 
services, which often draw inspiration from the 
world of luxury to convey refinement and exclusivity, 
continue down that same path? Or is there a need 
to re-evaluate what refinement, ambition and 
achievement means to Millennials, and hence how 
it’s expressed in a conference, meeting or tradeshow 
experience? 

A 2015 Viacom Media report quotes, ‘73% of (US) 
Millennials would be more excited about a new 
offering in financial services from Google, Amazon, 
Apple, Paypal or Square than from their own 
nationwide bank’. And ok, that’s a reference to high 
street banking, not the specialist B2B spectrum of 
financial services. However, the sentiment speaks for 
itself. This perspective, we sense, goes beyond the 
high street. The Millennials bring with them different 
values and hence a different lens for looking at the 

THERE ARE STILL MANY STAFF 

AND CUSTOMER CONFERENCES 

OUT THERE WITH THE ACCENT ON 

STAGING A SUMMIT RATHER THAN A 

FESTIVAL OR IDEATION GIG.

world and the companies they engage with, and how 
they relate to them. 

However, refinement and quality can be captured 
without being overtly exclusive or exclusionary. 
Consider Elon Musk. Better known for his success with 
PayPal and now Tesla. With Tesla, Elon Musk sells 
executive cars in aspirational boutiques.  The accent 
is on modern luxury. However, those experiences feel 
more accessible. Even though the current product 
range is arguably out of reach for 98% of the world’s 
population. Nevertheless, Tesla doesn’t present itself 
as brand that seeks to look down on the rest of world. 

Telsa’s world is a much about a new vision for taking 
the economy forward in an environmentally-sensitive 
way, as it is excitement on four wheels for affluent 
game-changers. Tesla stands for something. They 
make a deeper emotional connection beyond status or 
prestige. 

So there can be notions of refinement and 
‘achievement’ without being exclusive or exclusionary. 
Tesla’s boutiques, admittedly most are in malls (which 
in itself is a game-changer) are more open – offering a 
more inclusive vibe. 
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Apple is pursuing a not dissimilar strategy with an 
emphasis on modern luxury without alienating or 
judging anyone for being an Apple-fan, or not.  Apple 
stores are typically glass fronted. Everything is open 
– accessible. Apple presents an outlook on life that is 
inclusive. Apple, like Tesla, stands for something. And 
standing for something, is something that resonates 
with Millennials. 

And it’s not simply that Apple is a consumer brand. 
Apple is now working with IBM on enterprise 
solutions, aware that the way we all work could be 
dramatically improved and different.  There’s an 
appetite, very much amongst Millennials for social 
enterprise – a new way of doing things and new 
reason for what gets done. 

Millennials see something in those brands (the 
Googles, Apples and Amazons) that’s more 
accessible and inclusive. And we would put forward 
the hypothesis that if AirBnB were presented to 
this cohort – a relatively new entrant to the brand 
landscape – it too would be in that repertoire of brands 
that emotionally connect and engage. 

Coming back to the banks, if European directives make 
customer data more accessible through APIs, the 
Millennials’ aspiration for an Amazon or Apple being 
their financial service provider, indeed might be around 
the corner.  

So, thinking about inclusivity and transparency as 
values: 80% of an exhibition stand can often be a 
walled garden of private lounges and meeting spaces 
– accentuating exclusivity and corporate supremacy 
at the expense of implying ‘inclusivity, openness, co-
creativity and a non-hierarchical culture.’ 

A question mark emerges around how many 
companies are in tune with being ‘accessible and 

inclusive’.  Typically, visitors to tradeshows are 
confronted with vast monolithic structures and bold 
commercial statements – social innovation at best a 
footnote. 

To be fair there are exceptions;  Hitachi comes to 
mind. IBM circles the space from a social enterprise 
perspective. However, in general terms ‘commercial’ 
messages outweigh the social, when perhaps we are 
fast entering an era where the enormous challenges 
facing societies and business merit a switch in 
tone and emphasis to social, at least if companies 
and brands are going to connect emotionally with 
Millennials. 

Whilst Millennials have been led to expect the world 
to implode through climate change and geo-political 
turmoil, paradoxically this is a generation that’s largely 
optimistic, open-minded – tolerant of other cultures 
and sub-cultures.  

They’ve been schooled to be true to themselves. 

This is also a generation that has stayed at home 
longer. Admittedly not always by choice – some being 
saddled with student debt and faced with inflated 
house prices. Home ownership is out of reach for 
longer. And of course in some parts of the world, 
staying at home is the norm until married, or not.  
However, far from being idle, this is a generation that 
has prioritised learning – constantly seeking to gain 
new skills and perspectives. 

Perhaps more significant for brands, this confluence 
of social and economic forces has shifted Millennials’ 
values from owning things to enjoying experiences. 
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Cool experiences feature strongly in 

the Millennial’s repertoire of what 

gets their attention. 

Millennials: the social web and 

mobile is fast becoming their 

eco-system. 

Millennials have grown up with technology.  The social 
web and mobile is fast becoming their eco-system. 
There is a natural inclination to use technology to 
access insight, interact and control their experiences. 
Indeed, they must sometimes look on current media 
commentary with bemusement… headlines like, The 
Great Disruption, The Great Reset, Digital Disruption. 
They’ve only ever known the digital world with its 
transformative potential and idiosyncrasies – its ability 
to create opportunity.

Social media and the social web rules. That’s not 
to say there isn’t a craving for personal contact 
amongst this cohort. It’s simply the case that 
social technologies seem to be more pervasive 
and seamlessly interwoven. If we consider most 
tradeshows and conferences, mobile access to 
content, control and personalisation of the experience 
is still clunky and often lacks entertainment value.  
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CONSIDER MOST TRADESHOWS 

AND CONFERENCES, MOBILE 

ACCESS TO CONTENT, CONTROL 

AND PERSONALISATION OF THE 

EXPERIENCE IS STILL CLUNKY AND 

OFTEN LACKS AN ENTERTAINMENT 

VALUE. 

However, as communication networks become 
smarter interaction will be geo-fenced by time, place 
and context. Already smart WiFi networks enable 
content to be delivered to a space defined down to a 
metre square in an exhibition hall, conference centre 
or even within an exhibition stand.  As long as the 
participant has opted-in to the WiFi network to receive 
content or push notifications, content can be delivered 
that’s defined by the exact place, time and context.  

So if it’s the end of Day One at conference or 
tradeshow, and the delegate is sitting in the foyer, they 
may be more interested in which bars to chill out in 
that evening than receiving a white-paper on 5G, or 
the agenda for the plenary session on Day Two. Time, 
place, context. 

Of course, jump forward to Day Two, delegate now 
seated in the plenary session, the bio of the next 
speaker or that 5G white-paper or invitation to 
ping questions to the conference facilitator may be 
perfectly timed and relevant. 

Sure, these geo-tracking technologies raise important 
questions around privacy as much as they do 
personalizing experiences. The solution is simple. It 
should be opt-in with a clear promise of being super-
sensitive to privacy and what’s captured and retained. 
The technology should only be used to deliver 
useful, timely, relevant content or non-invasive social 
interaction. 
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Geo-tracking technologies raise 

important questions around privacy 

as much as they do personalising 

experiences.

Anything that might be considered an invasion of 
privacy should be avoided.  There’s no need to know 
where someone was, or for how long. 

If it is useful to know how many people attended 
a session or visited a particular exhibition hall and 
where, this can be aggregated.

 
The Millennials’ lives (work and personal) increasingly 
revolve around mobile and social. Driving digital 
content, interaction and fast-laning processes has 
huge potential.  Millennials respond to Apps and 
mobile-web browsers that fast-track registration or 
imagine enabling them to order their favourite skinny 
latte and have it delivered to their seat in the plenary 
session. 

The Millennials’ affinity with the social-web opens the 
door to more events and exhibitions being designed 
as a launch-pad for building online communities 
in the B2B space. Online communities that are 
moderated by experts in the given field offer potential 
to carry forward conversations started at an event 
or tradeshow. The event or exhibition becomes the 
springboard and the meeting place where professional 
relationships forged online garner a sense of belonging 
and the opportunity for personal contact offline. 

This convergence of time, place and context, using 
technologies that can deliver personalised content 
and forge connections between like-minded people, 
represents a unique way to engage Millennials.  
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Millennials are generation forcing companies to 
rethink how they do business. 

They’re also a generation more interested in the 
projects they’ll work on and who they will work 
with, than who they work for.  This begs the 
question, when it comes to customer conferences 
and tradeshows, should the focus be on the latest 
strategy or innovation or, should the emphasis be on 
who is presenting the latest strategy or innovation, 
and how?  Very often a lot of effort still goes into 
the product story when 80% of the take-away is the 
presenter’s personality and ability to engage, and the 
style of presentation or interaction. 

From our roundtable discussions and exploration, we 
sense this is especially critical for B2B companies 
where the decision is often down to who to work 
with and not just the product or service. After all, 
the differences between competitive offers are often 
imperceptible in the B2B sector. Most innovations 
are quickly copied or substituted.  By the time the 
product or service is rolled out, technology has 
moved on, or more likely, the original specification 
has evolved. 

So it really does come down to how a company or 
brand presents itself at a tradeshow or live event 
in terms of cultural fit – demonstrating agility, 
collaboration, ingenuity, a trend-savvy perspective, 
and transparency.

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

S U M M I N G  U P
To win-over the Millennial half the battle is engaging 
them in ways that implies the company or brand 
employs great people to work with and emphatically 
understands collaboration, co-creativity and 
inclusivity. 

Could more demos be done around the Starbucks-
style, elbow height bar, with flip charts, monitors 
and touch-screen surfaces to imply a more creative 
relationship and interaction, whilst enjoying a barista’s 
brew or healthy juice from a mixologist?
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If we look at exhibitions, they arguably need to feel 
more open and inclusive. Whilst private meetings are 
necessary and mandate space that is by invitation 
only, more of the experience could imply a ‘come in 
and explore’ approach. 

Alternatively, the solution might be that 80% of the 
space remains private but instead, the interaction 
and delivery of timely, relevant, entertaining, online 
content, all to their mobile, expands the sense of 
virtual space and engagement. They don’t have to 
be on the stand to feel a sense of connection and be 
intellectually inspired. 

And conferences?  The venues may need to 
be inspiring, the format more interactive and 
collaborative. This could be more break-outs than 
plenary session. Or, the plenaries could be structured 
to include more mini-brainstorming sessions. 

Give staff or customer conferences a social 
innovation dimension to show the company has 
the ability to bring together diverse stakeholders to 
deliver inspiring solutions that solve big social issues. 

This highlights an important point about Millennials:  
this is a generation that can be highly individualistic 
and at the same time motivated by the greater-good 
and a sense of community. Part individualist. Part 
Humanist.  

THIS IS A GENERATION 
THAT CAN BE HIGHLY 
INDIVIDUALISTIC AND AT 
THE SAME TIME MOTIVATED 
BY THE GREATER-GOOD. 
PART INDIVIDUALIST. 
PART HUMANIST. 

A lot of the visual language at B2B tradeshows still has 
an old-school air of the venerable executive business 
lounge whilst the Millennials’ touch-stone is actually 
the hip urban café or bar in Brooklyn,  Shoreditch, 
Gangnam or emerging hip-hoods, like Wedding in 
Berlin.

In many ways, it’s quite telling that one of the brands 
with the highest appeal to Millennials is Google. They 
empower. They support. They inspire. And whilst 
Google does have a presence at some tradeshows, 
often they put more focus on the peripheral activities 
in the chill-out zones and communal spaces. Indeed, 
they prefer to create their own festivals or gigs in their 
offices. We’d argue Google often seems out of place in 
many tradeshows. However, that is arguably an issue 
for the tradeshows, not Google. 

Go to most tradeshows and the experience is the 
journey that the brand owner is determined to impose. 
Structured. Often overly reverent and formal, albeit 
with good intent. Yet this is a generation that seeks 
less formality. Less hierarchy. A generation with a love 
of learning… but not interested in being force-fed. 
This is a generation as interested in the insight as the 
product. So more experiences that provide a different 
lens for looking at the world, merit consideration.
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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 to 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 roundtable 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. 

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.

In the desk research phase reference was made to the 
publically available sources listed herewith. Most draw 
on global quantitative studies. 

M E T H O D O L O G Y
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Launched in 1982, Shelton Fleming has been 
providing strategic direction and rigour to deliver 
inspiring conferences, exhibitions, road-shows and 
customer experience centres for many 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. 

ABOUT 
SHELTON FLEMING

www.sheltonfleming.com

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, 10 ways to 
connect with Millennials, 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 the Millennials’ values 
and digital eco-system, 10 Ways to Connect with Millennials 
explores practical ways to engage this cohort at events, road-
shows, exhibitions and brand installations. 
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