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ALMOST all producers are in the business because we love what we do 

— which is great. Unfortunately, love of our work is not enough. Most 

of us don’t eat or pay our bills unless we sell. Even more important 

perhaps, we can’t continue to do what we love most — creating our crafts.

Most of us start in the retail side of the business. The retail market is accessible 

locally in many forms and it often allows us the pleasure of meeting our 

customers face to face. But if you’re producing a reasonable volume of goods, 

the wholesale market offers considerable potential. The wholesale buyers’ expo is 

designed to bring buyers and sellers together in an atmosphere that encourages 

sales and it is growing in importance as a way of getting craft goods to market.

But craft trade shows do have some well-established rules for successful selling 

— and you’ll find many of these will be quite different from the techniques that 

work for you in the retail environment. If you’re new to the craft trade show 

business, this handbook will help you find your way around. We hope you’ll find 

it useful. We’ve used our own local Craft East Buyers’ Expo as a model.

INTRODUCTION

THE WHOLESALE 

BUYERS’ EXPO IS 

DESIGNED TO BRING 

BUYERS AND SELLERS 

TOGETHER IN AN 

ATMOSPHERE THAT 

ENCOURAGES SALES 

AND IT IS GROWING 

IN IMPORTANCE AS A 

WAY OF GETTING CRAFT 

GOODS TO MARKET.
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WHOLESALE – RETAIL: WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? 

FIRST of all, at a retail show, you’re selling 

individual items to individual customers. 

Being prepared with the right amount of stock 

is one of the most important factors. At a wholesale 

trade show you bring only samples — you are taking 

orders for future delivery. The wholesale show is an 

opportunity to meet many buyers in one location. 

At the wholesale show you will be taking orders and 

making contacts for further follow-up and marketing 

efforts afterwards. 

While wholesale shows do not encourage on-site 

sales, there may be retailers who would like stock 

immediately for their shop; in these cases you may 

be asked to fill an order at the show. If you have 

stock available this may be an opportunity for 

immediate sales. Be sure to check with the show 

management to ensure this is possible at the show 

you are attending. Many shows do no permit on-site 

sales.

KEY POINTS

 » Definition: Wholesale (n.)

• The sale of commodities in quantity for the 

purpose of resale 

• The selling of goods to merchants; usually 

in large quantities for resale to consumers

 » Considerations:

• Profit on production only 

• Slimmer margins, greater volume

• More product consistency

• Quality control & certainty of supply

• Build clientele & business longevity

THE PRICE MUST BE RIGHT

If you’ve worked in the retail side of the craft 

business, you already know how important it is to 

take every possible opportunity to compare the price 

and quality of your product against those of your 

competitors. This is a good way to get a fix on what 

the market will bear.

There’s a general rule of thumb to use in pricing 

your product.

material + labour + overhead + profit + selling 

costs = wholesale price 

wholesale price x 2 = retail price

The trade term for the wholesale/retail price 

relationship is called:

 ‘Keystoning’ (wholesale price x 2)

Example: An item wholesales for $10.00, it is 

expected the retailer will keystone the item and 

it will sell for $20.00 retail in their shop. It’s an 

important formula to remember because it’s the one 

your buyers will be using.

OVERHEAD COSTS 

When it comes to pricing, many craftspeople don’t 

allow enough for overhead costs — especially 

when they run the business from home. Overhead 

is the cost of products and services you incur to 

operate your business. These include such things 

as a portion of the rent or mortgage, heating your 

studio, insurance, telephone, time spent delivering 

products or buying supplies and equipment repairs. 

These items are fixed costs — they stay the same 

THE WHOLESALE SHOW 

IS AN OPPORTUNITY TO 

MEET MANY BUYERS IN 

ONE LOCATION. 
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from month to month whether you make a dozen 

items or 500. To calculate your hourly fixed 

overhead, add the cost of these items on an annual 

basis and divide by the number of hours in the year 

you spend actually producing. Remember to allow 

for marketing efforts to sell your products, e.g. 

catalogues, digital and print media, consumer trade 

shows, rep or agent fees.

COUNTING REAL COSTS

The wholesale price may seem low at first but 

remember that when you produce for the retail 

market you also have costs you may not be 

counting. For a true retail cost you should be sure 

to include the time you spend making contacts 

with stores, attending fairs and markets, or hosting 

visitors in your studio. Anything that takes you 

away from production is an overhead cost — and 

in many ways it’s time lost, especially if you are 

the sole producer in the business. When you sell 

to the wholesale market you are essentially paying 

someone else to undertake some of that side of the 

business for you.

The wholesale price must be low enough so that, 

when doubled, the retailer can sell an item to 

customers at a reasonable rate of turnover. It must 

also be high enough for you to make money.

Price points are something else to consider. These 

are specific prices the retail customer is comfortable 

paying. This will vary from shop to shop and also 

product to product, so knowing your product, where 

it sells and the price ranges within your product line 

are important in finding the right retailer for your 

product.

Items under $25 are often bought on impulse. 

Popular price points are $25, $50, $95, etc. By 

pricing your products for the wholesale market at 

exactly half these amounts, you can help the retailer 

at the store level.

WHOLESALE – RETAIL: WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE? CONTINUED

THE WHOLESALE 

PRICE MUST BE LOW 

ENOUGH SO THAT, 

WHEN DOUBLED, THE 

RETAILER CAN SELL AN 

ITEM TO CUSTOMERS AT 

A REASONABLE RATE OF 

TURNOVER.
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PRODUCT DESIGN FOR WHOLESALE

THE wholesale market is a massive global 

market! When entering the wholesale market 

you should consider developing a “product 

line”, which is a series or collection of items that 

reflect the overall concept in your handcrafted 

products. A range of individual items based on size, 

technique, materials, price point and seasonality that 

comes together as a product line. 

Research your product category for new ideas 

and innovations that will set your products apart 

from your competition. In the wholesale market, 

consideration must also be given to production and 

the abillity to produce the product in an efficient 

and cost effect manner.

Success in the wholesale market depends a lot 

on your ability to create new exciting products 

— products that retailers will want to feature in 

their retail shops. Most retailers when attending a 

wholesale show are looking for “new”… and you 

should keep this front and centre in your production 

and design of new products, while maintaining a 

high quality product.

KEY POINTS

 » New Product Development:

• Designing for Wholesale

• Extension of Existing Product Line

• Develop for New Markets

• Innovate

• New Materials

• Collaborative Work

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY (IP) & COPYRIGHT

Your Intellectual Property (IP) is one of your most 

valuable business assets. When used strategically in 

your business, it can increase your competitiveness 

and allow you to reap numerous benefits. But before 

you go any further, it is crucial you understand what 

IP really is. Patents, trade-marks, industrial designs, 

integrated circuit topographies and plant breeders’ 

rights are all legally protected under the Canadian IP 

systems. 

Copyright protection is automatic; however, 

registration may be useful to prove ownership, for 

example in infringement cases. Ownership of these 

rights is the legal recognition, and reward, you 

receive for your creative effort. You can own, sell, 

license or bequeath IP in much the same way you 

would acquire a building or a piece of land.

The Canadian Intellectual Property Office (CIPO), 

a special operating agency of Industry Canada, is 

mainly responsible for the administration of the IP 

system in Canada. Details regarding each type of 

protection covered under this formal IP system are 

provided on their website (www.cipo.ic.gc.ca). CIPO 

encourages invention, innovation and creativity 

in Canada; fosters the use of the IP system and 

the exploitation of IP information; and promotes 

Canada’s international IP interests.

(Source: CIPO website, used with permisson)

RESEARCH YOUR 

PRODUCT CATEGORY 

FOR NEW IDEAS 

AND INNOVATIONS 

THAT WILL SET YOUR 

PRODUCTS APART FROM 

YOUR COMPETITION.
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THREE KEYS TO TRADE SHOW SUCCESS: 
PLANNING, PLANNING, PLANNING!

THERE is no substitute for effective planning. 

It’s as simple as that. Every hour you spend 

planning is an hour invested in the image 

you present to your potential customers. That image 

is extremely important. If you’re a newcomer, it’s 

vital that potential buyers see you as a credible 

business person as well as a credible craftsperson or 

artist. It’s a competitive business and buyers have 

numerous choices. They’re looking for reliability, 

quality, consistency — and a trouble-free working 

relationship. A buyer may opt for a similar product 

of lesser quality if yours is poorly presented or if you 

seem unsure about business matters. The goal is to 

make doing business with you as easy as possible for 

the buyer.

BASIC BUSINESS PREPARATION

Here are some of the most important things you 

need to consider and have in place before you come 

to the show. Many of them involve printed materials, 

so be sure to allow plenty of time for production. 

It is a good idea to have a package prepared in 

advance to give to to give buyers at the show.  

TERMS AND POLICIES

This statement typically explains such things as 

minimum order size (will you ship five items or do 

you need a minimum of 12 or 50?), which carrier 

you use (e.g. UPS, Purolator, FedEx), charges for 

shipping and handling and your policies on returns, 

breakages and exchanges. If you’re unsure about 

what to include, consult the terms and policies 

used by other craftspeople in your field. Consider 

how these would work for you, and adapt them as 

necessary.

PRICE LIST

As well as the price, the list should itemize your 

products by stock number, description, size, finish 

and colour if appropriate. (See resource section for 

sample wholesale price list/order form.)

PACKAGING

For small crafts in particular, the gift box or 

environmentally friendly envelope, bag or container 

makes your product a complete unit. Professional 

packaging makes it easier for a retailer to present 

and sell your product as a gift. Merchandisers or 

Point-of-Purchase may also be a great way to ensure 

visibility of your product. Anything you can do as a 

producer to enhance the visibility and presentation 

of your product on store shelves is a great idea!

ORDER FORMS

Not all buyers will make a decision on the spot. 

Order forms they can mail, email or fax back are an 

important part of a buyer’s kit. (If you wish to sell to 

U.S. buyers, be sure to have a separate U.S. price list 

available.)

IMAGES OF YOUR PRODUCT

It’s true; a picture is worth a thousand words. A 

colour catalogue or one-page sheet is the most 

informative visual for buyers to take away. A digital 

directory in the form of a memory stick, CD or 

digital application is another method to give buyers 

a visual representation of your product. High-

quality, professional color images are a requirement 

(MUST) for successful market materials and websites.

INFORMATION ABOUT YOU

If a picture is worth a thousand words — then a 

story could spark thousands of sales. The story of 

your product, how it is made or why you make it 

could be the impetus a customer needs to purchase 

your product. A biography, short story or a creative 

tale about the originals or your product could make 

a difference. It should not be too lengthy but it 

IF YOU’RE A 

NEWCOMER, IT’S VITAL 

THAT POTENTIAL BUYERS 

SEE YOU AS A CREDIBLE 

BUSINESS PERSON AS 

WELL AS A CREDIBLE 

CRAFTSPERSON OR 

ARTIST. 
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should cover the main points of your development 

of the product or you as an artist and help the buyer 

connect you to your work.

SALES AIDS — FOR THE SHOW AND 
AFTERWARDS

Sales tags for each piece, descriptive labels, and 

pictures of the craftsperson at work — these are 

all items that will help convey information to the 

buyers and the end consumer visually. Design your 

trade show materials with the end consumer in 

mind — so they can be used for in-store sales and 

promotion. Production techniques, processes and 

the story of how the product is made is a great 

way to educate consumers on your unique product. 

Anything you can do to encourage sales: posters, 

displays and/or signage can be great booth display 

materials and can be offered to retailers to help 

promote your product.

PUBLICITY

If your work has been featured in a magazine, 

website, webzine, blog or newspaper article, 

use them — they’re worth their weight in gold! 

Photocopy or create PDF files to use as handouts or 

digital profiles to accompany your sales literature. 

Free publicity abounds… press releases with images 

in a PDF format are great speculation pieces to send 

to trade magazines. The magazines often have space 

for new products which you may get included.

SET GOALS BEFORE YOU GO — AND KNOW 
YOUR LIMITATIONS

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to go to a show and come 

away with a box-load of orders? You bet! But don’t 

get in over your head, no matter how tempting the 

prospect. The best way to impress new customers is 

by delivering on time. Before you go, calculate the 

maximum number of orders you can possibly take.

(The appendix contains an example of a time and 

cost sheet you may find helpful in determining how 

much your production costs in time and money.)

Use a calendar and build a tentative delivery 

schedule. If you calculate you can deliver 100 items 

in three weeks, it’s better to promise four weeks and 

deliver in two and a half, rather than hope for a 

miracle that will allow you to deliver in two and a 

half and end up late. Being boxed in for time leads 

to compromises on quality or late deliveries, both of 

which discourage repeat business. In the wholesale 

trade, repeat business is what you’re after.

If you haven’t done so in the past, start tracking 

your production and sales volumes, and 

administrative activity such as shipping and 

marketing, month by month. This will give you 

valuable information about seasonal fluctuations, 

lag times and other patterns that will help you plan 

effectively as your business grows.

THREE KEYS TO TRADE SHOW SUCCESS:  
PLANNING, PLANNING, PLANNING CONTINUED

DESIGN YOUR TRADE 

SHOW MATERIALS WITH 

THE END CONSUMER IN 

MIND — SO THEY CAN 

BE USED FOR IN-STORE 

SALES AND PROMOTION. 
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MAKING THE BOOTH WORK FOR YOU

AS a newcomer to the trade market, you 

will be competing with some experienced 

crafters and some elaborate booth set-ups. 

This need not be a disadvantage. Creativity is the 

special touch that distinguishes the most-visited 

booths. Again, plan well ahead.

CHOOSE A DESIGN THAT’S PRACTICAL

Your booth should be:

 » Easy to transport

 » Easy to assemble and take down

 » Adaptable and flexible to different types of 

shows and booth sizes

 » Show off your products to their best advantage

Prepare a scale drawing of the booth and its 

displays. Keep the design simple and uncluttered. 

Remember to leave enough space for booth 

attendants and visitors. Make the booth ‘buyer 

friendly’ and accessible. Make sure there are no 

protruding shelves or dangerous supports where 

people can hurt themselves. Don’t block your booth 

by having tables at the front with a narrow entry. 

Make sure the booth is a secure structure that can 

withstand crowds over an extended period.

Decide where staff will stand most of the time, and 

where you will keep your supplies and personal 

items. If you’re going to make literature available, 

where will it go? Don’t make it easy for people 

to take your literature without coming into the 

booth. You want them to see your pieces close up 

and you want the opportunity to engage them in 

conversation. Having candy or mints (individually 

wrapped) or possibly product samples available to 

buyers, encourages them to stop at your booth and 

gives you a sales opportunity.

Sketch out your displays and note all furnishings 

and props you’ll need on a check list. Even if you 

end up arranging the layout a different way when 

you get to the show, a plan gives you a starting 

place.

Do a trial set-up at home before you go to a show. 

This will give you an idea of how long it will take to 

assemble and where there may be problems either in 

design or function.

KEY POINTS

 » Considerations for Wholesale Booth Design

• Attract Attention to Product

• Make it Clear “What They Can Buy” and 

“Why They Should”

• Enable You to Do Business

• Be Quick and Reliable to Set-up

• Easy to Transport, Shelf Life, Storage

 » Making the Booth Work

• Practical Design

• Entice Customers

• Eye Candy, Colors, Textures

• Good Signage

• Color Coordination

• Attractive Furniture

• Racks/Shelves to Organize Product

• Use of Walls and Height — Visual

• Prices Clearly Available

• Uniform and Coherent Product Selection

• Let There Be Light!!

• Do a Trial Run before the Show

CREATIVITY IS THE 

SPECIAL TOUCH THAT 

DISTINGUISHES THE 

MOST-VISITED BOOTHS.
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ENTICE VISITORS

Consider how your booth can draw people in. At a 

busy show you have two to three seconds to capture 

a passing buyer’s attention. If you’ve ever been to a 

trade show, you know how inventive exhibitors can 

be. Instead of renting display pieces, consider what 

you can bring from home.

Create settings that enhance the products, not 

overwhelm them. An old refinished pine table maybe 

just the thing to set off your knitwear, or the dining 

room sideboard from home might be an ideal display 

stand for your pottery. A coat stand could create an 

island that allows several visitors to see and touch 

wind chimes or sun-catchers at the same time. 

Furniture pieces such as trunks and cradles, and 

accessories such as baskets, pillows and rugs can add 

a warm, welcoming atmosphere — as long as they 

complement the whole design and don’t overwhelm 

your displays.

Some exhibitors set up larger booths to look like 

a gift shop, or a country kitchen. Others use only 

the supplied table and a few props and still do well. 

Selling is half display and half what you put into it 

personally — a topic we’ll come to in a moment.

If you decide to work with a basic table, it should 

be covered on top and to the floor on all sides. 

Remember that all fabrics used in displays must be 

fireproofed. Backdrops or hardwall displays can make 

great partitions as well as display space. They can 

be made of any suitable material from pegboard to 

quilts or wicker as long as the construction is fastened 

securely for safety. Backdrops are the best way to 

display items viewed at eye level. If using backdrops 

be sure they are stable and braced to support 

whatever weight you plan to add to the display.

KEEP IT MANAGEABLE

For maximum visual impact, think of unusual ways 

to present your crafts that will grab the eye. But be 

realistic about the ‘wear and tear’ that comes with 

a busy show. A miniature Japanese sand garden 

might offer a wonderful setting for your original 

origami pieces — but are you really going to have 

time to rake it between visitors? For your display 

to be effective for three days there’s a lot to be 

said for a design that’s easy to set up, with simple 

clean lines and a minimum of high-maintenance 

‘frills’. Remember, you and your staff have to go the 

distance too.

FOOD AND MUSIC NEED EXTRA PLANNING

If you’re planning to offer samples of your home-

made jams, or have atmospheric music playing in 

MAKING THE BOOTH WORK FOR YOU CONTINUED

CREATE SETTINGS 

THAT ENHANCE THE 

PRODUCTS, NOT 

OVERWHELM THEM. 
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the background, check with the show management 

first. Features such as these have the potential to 

affect exhibitors in other booths (sticky fingers, 

unwanted smells, allergies, sound interference, etc.) 

Management will explain any limitations in these 

areas. Specific venues where the trade show is being 

held may also have restrictions on such acitities.

BE INFORMATIVE

Good Signage is Good Selling!! It helps buyers find 

the information they’re looking for quickly; label 

to inform the buyer. Signs are not catalogues, so 

they should be brief and contain only information 

not obvious to the viewer. Take the opportunity to 

“brand” your product, image and business name by 

including a cohesive look, images and colors in your 

signage. Carry that theme through all aspects of your 

booth display and marketing materials. 

For instance, it’s not necessary to label a teapot or a 

quilt as such. List the materials or techniques used. 

For items such as children’s toys, give the suitable 

age range and list safety features such as surface 

finishing. 

Be sure to review any and all labeling required by 

law for your specific product. Labeling is a federal 

government requirement for some products like: 

gourmet food items, soaps, creams and body lotions, 

children’s toys, clothing, etc. It is your responsibility 

as a producer to know if your product has regulated 

label requirements.

Place signs as close to eye level as possible and 

make them large enough to read easily. They should 

be correctly spelled and in clear everyday language, 

avoiding vague or flowery phrases. They should be 

neat, clean and contain no alterations.

MAKING THE BOOTH WORK FOR YOU CONTINUED

BE SURE TO REVIEW 

ANY AND ALL LABELING 

REQUIRED BY LAW 

FOR YOUR SPECIFIC 

PRODUCT.



10CRAFT ALLIANCE | READY, SET, GO! | WHOLESALING CRAFT & GIFTWARE

Who you are is important. Buyers should be able to 

identify your company easily. In general, the signage 

on your booth should be tasteful, prominent and 

bold. Professionally printed or produced signs, inside 

and out, is a good investment.

LET THERE BE LIGHT!

Lighting is very important. Well-placed, it can add 

drama and bring your work to life even in a very 

basic setting. Place lights to create focal points 

or highlight special areas of interest. You can use 

spotlights, floods, floor or hanging lamps. Coloured 

lights can add warmth, drama or serenity. After 

setting up, make sure your lighting doesn’t cast 

irritating shadows or reflections for visitors or 

neighboring exhibitors.

WHAT PRODUCT SHOULD YOU TAKE? 

If you produce a wide range of items, don’t try to 

take everything. A cluttered booth means nothing 

will stand out. Base the bulk of your display on the 

items you know sell well and that you enjoy making 

in volume. You’ll be able to use this information to 

engage buyers in conversation and it’s helpful for 

them to know when a piece has a proven retail track 

record. 

A trade show is also an opportunity to test out new 

ideas and see if buyers are interested. They will often 

try experimental product lines, especially when you 

include an offer to exchange items if they don’t sell 

within a reasonable time period. This offer could 

be 60 or 90 days, and exchanged in good condition 

within the time frame outlined. Have pictures and 

order information available for items you don’t 

display. Don’t forget to pack a few extra samples in 

case you decide to sell some of your display wares.

A portfolio, sample book or laptop demonstration 

can also be used to highlight other products not 

featured or shown at the wholesale trade show.

Also, many times galleries and other high-end shops 

may be interested in your one-of-a-kind creations 

and though not offered for wholesale, you may want 

to consider having a few one-of-a-kind originals 

in your booth as well. It shows the buyers you are 

creative and takes your production work one step 

further. (Resource page contains sample packing 

lists)

MOVING IN

Remember Murphy’s Law — anything that can go 

wrong probably will!

Old Murphy is often alive and well at trade shows. 

Have a set-up plan and instructions for the move in. 

Make sure all your helpers know the drill ahead of 

time. Check your packing list twice. Allow yourself 

plenty of time. Everything takes longer in unfamiliar 

surroundings. Check with show management for 

the best ‘move-in’ times. Most recommend being as 

early as possible on set-up day. By mid-day, loading 

docks, dollies, etc. are in full use and you may have 

to wait before you can off-load your products.

…AND MOVING OUT

At the close of the show, pandemonium prevails! Be 

patient, it will take a while. If feasible, have supper 

and begin move-out an hour or so later. Most trade 

shows and their venues have procedures outlined, 

that, when followed correctly, will actually make 

your Move-In or Move-Out much less stressful.

MAKING THE BOOTH WORK FOR YOU CONTINUED

IF YOU PRODUCE 

A WIDE RANGE OF 

ITEMS, DON’T TRY TO 

TAKE EVERYTHING. A 

CLUTTERED BOOTH 

MEANS NOTHING WILL 

STAND OUT.
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MAKING A GOOD IMPRESSION

SOME of the following points are so obvious 

you may wonder why we’re bothering to 

include them at all. They may seem like 

common sense but at every exhibition we see people 

making some basic mistakes that cost them sales.

BE READY FOR BUSINESS — ALL THE TIME

Helpful booth staff with a positive, alert attitude 

goes a long way towards making sales. But 

maintaining that energy for three, eight-hour days 

in a row, is hard work. Again, planning can make it 

easier. First of all, believe those of us who have been 

through the process when we say it’s impossible for 

one person to be on deck the whole time and do 

a good job. Pace yourself and make sure you take 

adequate backup. Ideally, your booth staff should be 

completely knowledgeable about both the crafts and 

all aspects of your business. At the very least, make 

sure they know the basics by heart and where they 

can find the rest of the information. Make sure booth 

staff know exactly what their duties are. Instruct 

them to note any question they can’t answer and 

attach the buyers’ business card so you can follow 

up later.

Never leave the booth unattended, even when traffic 

is slack. Divide the day into shifts so you and your 

staff take adequate rest breaks. Each day has busy 

periods, though they may not be the same each 

day. Adjust the schedule if necessary the second 

day so that you have enough people on duty during 

the busy times you noted on the first day. Most 

buyers will not enter an empty booth, so watching 

your booth from a distance is not a good idea. Be 

attentive, alert and ready for business!

Network! Other exhibitors have a wealth of 

information and most of them will gladly share 

information about such things as suppliers, buyers 

and credit-worthiness. It is standard practice in the 

wholesale trade show world, that exhibitors do not 

go into each other’s booths unless they’re invited. 

Please ask before entering another exhibitor’s booth, 

as they may be busy or unwilling to allow their 

competition in their booth space. 

If you’re particularly eager to get to know someone, 

introduce yourself and ask if you may enter the 

booth at a time when there are no buyers in the area. 

Many professionals feel that chatting in the hallways 

or over a coffee or lunch, away from the booth area, 

is the best idea. It should go without saying that 

fellow exhibitors can provide much inspiration — but 

stealing ideas or copying designs will soon make you 

an unwelcome guest.

If you are able to demonstrate your work or process 

for buyers attending the trade show, this can 

assist with generating sales. If your craft is easily 

contained to a small space — such as knitting — 

bring a piece to work on in slack moments. It may 

not attract as much attention as in a retail show 

setting but it can still be a conversation opener. Be 

aware that trade shows are a busines-to-business 

environment, so be sure to leave noisy machinery 

or items that produce toxic smells or fumes at the 

studio.

MOST BUYERS WILL 

NOT ENTER AN EMPTY 

BOOTH, SO WATCHING 

YOUR BOOTH FROM 

A DISTANCE IS NOT 

A GOOD IDEA. BE 

ATTENTIVE, ALERT AND 

READY FOR BUSINESS!
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APPEARANCES COUNT

Be well-groomed and dress professionally; the show 

rules describe what is appropriate. Comfortable 

shoes are vital — you’ll be on your feet a lot. Bring 

three pairs and rotate regularly to help keep your 

feet fresh. Do not sit unless it’s absolutely necessary. 

And it may seem like a small point but many people 

today find the smell of tobacco smoke highly 

offensive. If you smoke, try to take your breaks in 

the open air so that stale smoke doesn’t cling to your 

clothes. Keep your toothbrush handy too.

Don’t eat or drink in the booth. It looks 

unprofessional and a spill or greasy smear can ruin a 

display. Use the breaks to stretch your legs and boost 

your energy level to last the day. Light, nourishing 

snacks are better for that purpose than a heavy meal 

or ‘fast food’. A short, brisk walk in the fresh air is 

great for recharging the batteries.

CUSTOMERS COME FIRST

Leave personal conversations with your staff until 

you’re unwinding after the booth closes for the 

evening. If you use a cell phone and must take or 

make a call or text, leave the booth and go to a 

private area. Keep the booth tidy and well-organized 

so that you don’t waste buyers’ time while you hunt 

for materials. Have promotional materials pre-packed 

and ready to handout. 

Smile when visitors approach — make them feel 

welcome. Focus on converting each visit into a sales 

opportunity. Just keep in mind that your product 

must meet the buyer’s specific need for his or her 

store — and that won’t always be the case. Some 

buyers will come to the show looking for specific 

types of products but will browse for personal 

curiosity as well.

MAKING A GOOD IMPRESSION CONTINUED

JUST KEEP IN MIND THAT 

YOUR PRODUCT MUST 

MEET THE BUYER’S 

SPECIFIC NEED FOR HIS 

OR HER STORE — AND 

THAT WON’T ALWAYS BE 

THE CASE. 
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PREPARING FOR BUSINESS

TO work effectively with the trade show buyer 

you need to be properly prepared in three 

ways. 

You must:

 » Talk the buyer’s language

 » Make it easy for the buyer to place an order

 » Plan for follow-up sales

TALK THE BUYER’S LANGUAGE

Selling is a fast-moving business that has its 

own shorthand jargon. Are you comfortable with 

terms such as C.O.D., 30 days net, proforma and 

consignment? If not, do some homework before you 

go to the show. The more effective you are using the 

business language, the more comfortable the buyer 

will be talking to you and seeing you as a creditable 

supplier.

A sales situation is a little like a court case. Each side 

wants the best outcome. The buyer wants to spend 

as little as possible, the vendor wants to make as 

much as possible. You may not have much room to 

lower your wholesale price but you do have other 

bargaining tools. Know these by heart before you go. 

Will your cash flow allow you to offer credit terms? 

What are they? How about a sample order at a special 

price? Or an exchange on unsold merchandise after 

a certain period? If the order is large enough, would 

you consider paying the shipping?

A WORD TO THE WISE ABOUT CREDIT

In an ideal world you’d probably like all your orders 

pre-paid or C.O.D. In the real world, however, many 

buyers will ask for terms of net 30, 60 or even 90 

days. Be ‘business-wise’ because it’s your cash flow 

that can be negatively affected if the buyer doesn’t 

live up to their side of the bargain.

If you’ve never dealt with a specific customer 

before, you have every right to — and should — 

do a credit check, before you commit yourself. A 

trustworthy buyer usually won’t mind if you ask 

for references from other craft suppliers and check 

the company’s payment record before you sign. An 

alternative might be to ask for C.O.D. for the first 

order and offer net 30 days on subsequent orders. 

Many producers also ask the buyer for credit card 

authorization to process future invoices. Of course, 

you must be set-up with your bank to accept credit 

card purchases. Though credit card programs can be 

expensive for a small business, it does ensure your 

payments are received on time. (See resource page 

for example Credit Forms.)

EXCLUSIVITY... IS IT A GOOD THING?

Occasionally a buyer will offer to purchase from 

you on condition that you don’t sell to any other 

stores in the area. An offer of a firm sale may seem 

tempting but be very cautious. The bigger buyers 

typically don’t make this type of arrangement, but 

some small retailers feel it will give them an edge. 

On the other hand, a smaller store may not generate 

a high sales volume. We recommend you do some 

homework before agreeing to any offer that limits 

your distribution in a specific area. Check out the 

territory, including other stores, and look for places 

where your products will have the best possible 

exposure. Don’t box yourself in before checking out 

the rest of the market! See our handout sheet on 

Exclusivity)

THE MORE EFFECTIVE 

YOU ARE USING 

THE BUSINESS 

LANGUAGE, THE MORE 

COMFORTABLE THE 

BUYER WILL BE TALKING 

TO YOU AND SEEING 

YOU AS A CREDITABLE 

SUPPLIER.
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MAKING THE SALE

SO now the buyer is in your booth — how 

do you make the most of this opportunity? 

Most shoppers say there are two things that 

infuriate them: being badgered with unwanted 

attention when they want to examine merchandise 

in their own time, and being ignored when they 

want information. Trade show buyers are no 

different. Your job is to tune into the individual style 

of each buyer the best you can and respond to their 

needs.

Your goal is to translate as many visits as possible 

into sales — either at the show or later. The 

process usually starts by engaging the buyer in a 

conversation. Even if this is your first show and 

you’re shy, remember that you have a good and 

worthy product or you wouldn’t be in the show. 

Don’t overwhelm visitors but smile, look confident, 

enthusiastic and approachable.

PREPARE CONVERSATION OPENERS

A short statement covering the basic points about 

your work is both informative to the buyer and a 

good way of breaking the ice. Think of all the things 

that make your work special and rehearse a few 

different conversation openers. 

For example: “Hi! I’m Sandy Jones, the designer of 

this work. Most of my stained glass is inspired by 

landscape forms of the Atlantic coastal area. I’ve 

developed this particular style to take advantage of 

textured clear glass, as well as coloured, for a full-

season palate.”

INVOLVE THE BUYER

You should be able to tell by the buyer’s body 

language whether he or she is interested in a 

conversation at this point. If not, a comment such 

as, “Please let me know if you have any questions.” 

will allow you to turn your attention elsewhere 

but still leave the door open. If the buyer seems 

receptive, start a dialogue by asking a question, such 

as what type of store he operates, or whether she 

already sells stained glass.

Once you’ve established a two-way conversation, 

be sensitive to the buyer’s time limitations. Try to 

balance providing background information and 

friendliness with getting down to business. A good 

way to switch into business topics is by explaining 

an aspect such as your delivery schedule, or your 

exchange policy for slow-selling items. Don’t launch 

into financial matters immediately unless the buyer 

asks a direct question.

ASK FOR THE ORDER

Many buyers will seem interested in your work but 

not volunteer to buy something. If you’re not a 

‘natural’ salesperson — and few of us are — it can 

feel difficult to move the process ahead and ask for 

an order. It may help to remember that people come 

to a trade show specifically to buy and sell. Genuine 

buyers respect and appreciate a business-like seller. 

One approach you might try is to link a customer 

benefit to asking for the order. For example: “These 

appliquéd holly and ivy napkins sell really well 

around Christmas and we can have them to you 

within three weeks. May I put you down for an 

order? Or do you see something else you’d prefer?” 

If the buyer doesn’t wish to place an order at that 

point, offer a brochure and an order form to take 

away. Attach your business card and make sure 

you get one of the buyer’s in return. Don’t be 

discouraged if this happens. Many buyers place 

orders after the show when they’ve had a chance 

YOUR GOAL IS TO 

TRANSLATE AS MANY 

VISITS AS POSSIBLE INTO 

SALES — EITHER AT THE 

SHOW OR LATER. 
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to see everything on display. The important thing 

is that he or she leaves your booth with all the 

materials needed to place an order. If the buyer 

also leaves remembering the special features and 

advantages of your products, you’re ahead of the 

game.

ANOTHER WAY TO STIMULATE SALES

An alternative sales approach is to greet visitors and 

encourage them to look around and ask questions. 

This works best if you have some particular feature 

you can draw to their attention. 

Such as: “You might want to take a look at these 

scarves. We’ve blended alpaca with the wool yarn. It 

comes from a farm near our studio. Customers keep 

telling us they love the softness it gives.” Or “We 

have a special price on those hand-carved wooden 

spoons during the show. They were a really big seller 

during our studio open house last summer. If you 

order during the show we can ship them within 10 

days.” If you can offer volume discounts or other 

sales incentives — mention these too.

While the buyer is browsing, put together a kit that 

includes a catalogue, order forms, business card and 

information about any show specials you’re offering. 

(A show special is an incentive offered during the 

trade show to entice buyers to place the order at the 

show.) When you hand it over, ask for the buyer’s 

card in return and inquire if he or she has any 

questions about the products. If the buyer doesn’t 

have a business card, obtain his or her address so 

you develop a contact list for future marketing 

efforts.

KEEP THE BUSINESS FLOWING

In a word: Follow-up! Stay in touch with your 

customers after the show. A good way to help keep 

your company in the buyer’s mind is with a postcard 

mailed or emailed out the following week. A note 

thanking and welcoming new customers who placed 

orders at the show is also a nice touch.

Prepare a future contact list targeting buyers who 

stopped at your booth. Complete lists of buyers are 

usually available from show management following 

a show.

Don’t assume that the customers will automatically 

reorder when their stock runs low. They won’t. 

They’re being approached by new sellers all the time 

and it’s a competitive, fast-moving business. As 

soon as a buyer orders an item, put that company 

on the contact list. Even if you don’t produce a 

regular catalogue, be sure to let them know about 

new products, special sales and seasonal items. Even 

MAKING THE SALE CONTINUED

IN A WORD: FOLLOW-

UP! STAY IN TOUCH 

WITH YOUR CUSTOMERS 

AFTER THE SHOW. 
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a personal card, letter or email is a way to keep your 

company’s name in a buyer’s mind.

A follow-up call 2-3 weeks following the shipment 

of the order will provide an opportunity for re-

orders, product feedback and exchange offers 

(depending on your policy). Then continue your 

follow-up, in 60-90 days, to see how products are 

selling and if reorders are required.

The appendix contains a sample of a marketing log 

that may be useful in tracking your contacts. It is a 

good idea to track orders! When the order is placed, 

the ship date, follow-up and payment dates are all 

key points in building your relationships with the 

retailer. This will also help you in determining types 

of products sold and sales trends with individual 

retailers.

Staying in touch and making good customer 

relations a priority takes work but it pays dividends 

— just ask the people at LL. Bean, Mary Kay or the 

Bradford Exchange. Each of them started as a small 

entrepreneur with a good idea.

MAKING THE SALE CONTINUED

STAYING IN TOUCH 

AND MAKING GOOD 

CUSTOMER RELATIONS 

A PRIORITY TAKES WORK 

BUT IT PAYS DIVIDENDS.
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BUILDING A RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR RETAILERS

THE relationship between you and your retailer 

greatly affects the sale of your products. A 

partnership is formed once the retailer has 

accepted your work to sell. The natural give and 

take, back and forth of any relationship will begin 

immediately. Lack of Communication is the most 

common cause of relationship failure — business and 

personal.

Throughout the relationship, both sides must be 

professional and at the end of the day, remember 

that this is a business arrangement. Keeping this in 

mind will help you to assert your rights without the 

fear of offending one another, as well as help you to 

depersonalize constructive criticisms or rejections.

Product and merchandising is why retailers are in 

the business. The hunt for new merchandise is fun, 

challenging and adventurous. The retailer is always 

looking for improvement and to fix or replace what 

no longer works — constant change is a normal and 

healthy part of the retailer’s business!

Your retailer depends on the sale of your product 

to stay in business; you depend on your retailer to 

promote and sell your work. Therefore, maintaining 

healthy relationships are important.

KEY POINTS

 » Maintain the Retailer Relationship:

• Be professional in your business practices

• Document all transactions and sales

• This is a business partnership — don’t take it 

personally

• Be honest and upfront — be realistic about 

delivery dates

• Communicate. Communicate. Communicate.

• Always remember: politeness and 

consideration go a long way!

• Follow-Up! Follow-Up! Follow-Up!

 » Your Role in the Retail Relationship:

• Always Deliver on Time

• Learn about Retail — Where you fit in and 

why you might not

• Understand the wholesale/retail relationship 

• Understand the end consumer and the 

motivation to purchase the product

• Be consistent with selling-prices for your 

products 

• Promotional materials, product and 

information tags are an essential aspect of 

marketing craft.

• Be your own problem solver — make the 

retailer’s job as easy as possible. 

• Be a supplier, not a competitor — control 

your distribution network.

LACK OF 

COMMUNICATION IS 

THE MOST COMMON 

CAUSE OF RELATIONSHIP 

FAILURE — BUSINESS 

AND PERSONAL.
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SALES REPRESENTATIVES — AN ALTERNATE TO SHOWS?

IF after wading through all this information 

you feel that wholesale shows are not for you, 

is there an alternative? Some craftspeople hire 

sales representatives to make market connections 

with and do the actual selling. You’ll find some 

agents advertise in trade magazines and buyers’ 

guides. There are also services available in the 

United States, at a charge, that can help match 

you to an agent well-suited to your product. First, 

though, you might want to consider whether 

you’re ready for an agent. Here are a few ‘acid test’ 

questions”

 » Are you working at stable and reasonable 

production schedule? How much can you 

increase this if your product sells well? Could 

you handle the extra paperwork and credit load?

 » Do you know how much money you need to 

make per craft and per year? If the answer is 

‘no’ you won’t be able to negotiate a reasonable 

commission and you may end up losing money.

 » Once you add a commission — which can range 

from 10 to 30% — will your products still be 

affordable?

 » Are your products mainly designed for low- to 

mid-price points? Most agents deal in the high-

volume business rather than ‘gallery’ items.

 » Have you researched the market thoroughly and 

know there is a demand for your products at 

prices that will give you an adequate return plus 

cover your selling costs?

 » Do you know which geographical areas you’d 

like to reach?

 » Are you ready to pay the legal fees for drawing 

up an effective contract with a representative?

If you’re unsure how to answer some of these 

questions, it probably means more homework before 

you’re ready for a sales agent. Trade Shows such as 

Craft East can provide valuable information while 

you’re answering those questions.
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EXPORTING — IS IT FOR YOU?

SELLING to another country is quite a different 

kettle of fish from selling within the region, 

or even across Canada. An expo like Craft 

East attracts retail buyers from across Canada and 

the United States. It is worth taking a look at what’s 

involved in exporting craft products to other markets.

ON THE PLUS SIDE...

If you have the capacity for greater production but 

feel you’re close to reaching your maximum sales 

in domestic (Canadian) markets, exporting may 

offer great potential in new territories. This can be 

especially profitable if domestic sales are already 

covering your fixed costs. Exporting can help you 

avoid dependence on a single market. You may also 

find an older product gains a whole new life in a 

different territory. If you’ve experienced seasonal 

downturns, you may find U.S. markets less prone to 

seasonal or cyclical fluctuations — or they can help 

you balance production throughout the year.

... AND THE MINUS

Few business matters to do with international 

borders are simple. Exporting involves lots 

of paperwork. Both countries require specific 

documentation — such as a commercial invoice 

(including quantity, description and price); a 

pro-forma invoice (listing shipper, consignee, 

value, weight and freight); and a certificate of 

origin (stating where the goods were made). Many 

craftspeople find it worth their while to use a 

customs broker to simplify and speed the process — 

but this adds to the cost. Brokers charge fees based 

on the value of the shipment.

Exporting may involve other additional costs. You 

may have to modify your packaging, labeling or 

the product itself to comply with specific market 

regulations. For example, all products imported into 

the U.S. must be labeled in an acceptable fashion 

with the country of origin (Made In Canada). It may 

also take longer to get paid — and debt collection 

in another country can be complicated and/or 

expensive. Finally, remember that the U.S. market 

can be large. How much demand could you meet 

realistically? And can you supply any necessary 

after-sales support from your home base?

NAFTA, TARIFFS AND COMPLIANCE

When it comes to tariffs, exporting in some aspects 

has become easier with harmonized tariff codes 

and availability of online resources to research and 

complete the appropriate paperwork. 

Under NAFTA (North American Free Trade 

Agreement) most products handmade in Canada 

that originated here will cross the border into the 

USA free of tariffs. This will depend to some extent, 

on how the U.S. Customs and Border Protection 

classifies your product. Tariffs, excise taxes or duties 

may apply — and at different rates depending on 

the function or target market of the specific item. 

Though some products may appear to be tariff free 

when shipping to the USA, be sure to check the 

specifics of your product and the category which 

it may be classified and the raw materials used 

to produce the product, as there may be specific 

product categories (or sub-categories) that require 

additional documentation (i.e. textiles).

Because these charges can make the difference to 

your balance sheet, it’s a good idea to get some 

advice first. Your Provincial government is a good 

place to start, as most have small business and 

export resources available to craft producers. The 

federal government under Global Affairs Canada 

(GAC) has regional offices also available to assist 

new exporters.

EXPORTING CAN 

HELP YOU AVOID 

DEPENDENCE ON A 

SINGLE MARKET.
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WHAT IS THE CRAFT EAST BUYERS’ EXPO?

PURPOSE To provide marketing opportunities, for Atlantic Provinces manufacturers of quality 

craft, apparel and giftware products, to enter the wholesale and export markets and to enhance the 

professionalism and advancement of the sector in Atlantic Canada. 

CRAFT EAST BUYERS’ EXPO is a wholesale 

Expo that has been supported by the 

governments of the four Atlantic Provinces 

since 1977. Craft East is owned and operated by 

Craft Alliance ~ Alliance métiers d’arts, a non-profit 

trade association based in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The 

Expo is held annually in February in Halifax.

Craft East is open to qualified craft and giftware 

producers and has a long reputation for bringing 

buyers and sellers together successfully. Retail 

buyers attend the Expo from across the Atlantic 

Provinces, as well as from other parts of Canada and 

the United States. Craft East is a wholesale Expo and 

is not open to the public. The Expo is juried to insure 

quality and consistency of presentation.

BENEFITS TO YOU AS AN EXHIBITOR

The Craft East Buyers’ Expo staff conducts all 

the pre-show marketing. Government support 

for the Expo means you get premium space in a 

high quality Expo with exposure to pre-qualified 

retailers, at a reduced cost. The provincial and 

federal governments also sponsor a Canadian 

and U.S. Incoming Buyers program to ensure 

maximum exposure for your products. As a Craft 

East exhibitor you pay a set booth fee, your own 

travel arrangements, accommodation and meals, and 

transportation of your products and display to and 

from the Expo.

ELIGIBILITY

To be eligible, your manufacturing facility or 

studio must be located in the Atlantic Provinces 

and the products you exhibit must be substantially 

manufactured here. You must also have the 

capability of producing in volumes sufficient to 

be reasonably sure of satisfying the demands of 

wholesale customers. The Craft East Buyers’ Expo 

currently features a unique Guest Artisan Program 

where craftspeople from across Canada are invited 

to participate in the Craft East Buyers’ Expo. Details 

of the program are on the Craft East website or by 

contacting the Expo office.

JURY PROCESS

All producers must submit samples of their work 

to the Craft East Jury Committee before the show. 

New work is reviewed for quality and market 

acceptability to the wholesale trade.

If your products are not accepted for the Expo 

the first time you go through the jurying process, 

don’t give up. The Craft East Jury Committee and 

professional staff are always available to discuss the 

reasons you were unsuccessful and what you might 

do to improve your chances next time. It might be 

a simple matter, such as presentation or something 

more complex, such as inconsistent quality, labeling 

or packaging.

RETAIL BUYERS ATTEND 

THE EXPO FROM 

ACROSS THE ATLANTIC 

PROVINCES, AS WELL 

AS FROM OTHER PARTS 

OF CANADA AND THE 

UNITED STATES. 
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The craft industry in all four Atlantic provinces has 

resources and industry professionals that are ready 

and able to help you where needed. The provinvical 

crafts councils, craft centres and craft colleges 

are great resources for the emerging craftsperson 

looking to get into the wholesale marketplace. 

You provincial governments also have resources 

and personnel to assist you in moving your craft 

business forward.

SO YOU’VE BEEN ACCEPTED FOR CRAFT EAST…  
WHAT NOW?

Several weeks before the wholesale Expo you’ll 

receive an Exhibitor Information Kit. This package 

contains important information to help you in 

preparation for participation in the Expo. Be sure to 

read it carefully!

The Exhibitor Kit Includes*: 

 » Exhibitor newsletter with recent updates and 

additions to the Expo

 » A floor plan, showing your booth location in the 

show

 » Information about seminars, receptions and other 

Expo activities or events

 » A list of rules and procedures covering items 

such as move-in and move-out, shipping and 

freight handling, booth dimensions and set-up 

configuration, badges, booth staffing, ethics and 

exhibitor dress, admission, selling materials and 

much more…

 » Official show contractor information, check list 

and order forms for items you may want to use, 

such as: custom display rentals, display labour, 

electrical services, floral arrangements, cleaning 

services and signs

* Show exhibitor kit contents will vary from show to show, 

be sure to familiarize yourself with the specific rules and 

procedures for the show you are attending.

By reading the kit thoroughly as soon as you receive 

it, you can get a head start on a successful show — 

because good planning is one of the most important 

things you can do to ensure your products make the 

best impression possible.

The appendix in this workshop guide contains a 

budgeting check list. You’ll find it a handy guide 

for tracking your costs, which will be helpful for 

planning future shows.

Keep the exhibitor kit and all your planning 

documents together where you can find them — 

you’ll consult them often.

WHAT IS THE CRAFT EAST BUYERS’ EXPO? CONTINUED

ALL PRODUCERS MUST 

SUBMIT SAMPLES OF 

THEIR WORK TO THE 

CRAFT EAST JURY 

COMMITTEE BEFORE THE 

SHOW. 
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LAST THOUGHTS!

THERE’S a lot of material here to think about. Some of it may seem fairly heavy-duty, particularly if 

you’re new to the trade show side of the business. The most important things are to be prepared, to 

be business-like and to have fun. Yes — to have fun! You know that craftspeople are naturally very 

sharing and supportive. Trade shows are great places for learning, as well as meeting people in the same or 

similar fields. By taking time for networking you’ll make new friends, exchange ideas and experiences.

Keep a notebook handy. Jot down the things you wish you’d done differently and all the innovative ideas 

you have along the way. They’ll all help you prepare for even better results next year.

Have a great show!
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CRAFT ALLIANCE ATLANTIC ASSOCIATION

OVER the past 32 years, the four Atlantic provincial 

governments have been working together to assist the 

craft industry in Atlantic Canada. The Craft East Buyers’ 

Expo has been the main trade activity for this purpose. Over the 

past 3 years the government partners involved in producing Craft 

East have been working on a new organizational model to more 

effectively involve and engage the craft industry in our region.

As a result, a new trade association has been formed to further develop the Craft East Buyers’ Expo and 

begin the process of government and industry partners working together on a pan-Atlantic basis for the 

benefit of all craft related organizations in Atlantic Canada.

MANDATE

 » To provide marketing opportunities for Atlantic Provinces producers of quality craft, apparel and giftware 

products

 » To encourage entry into wholesale and export markets and to enhance the professionalism, education and 

advancement of the above sectors in Atlantic Canada.

OBJECTIVES

 » Conduct, coordinate, and encourage effective marketing and development of the craft, giftware and 

apparel sectors in Atlantic Canada

 » Research, publish and advocate for craft sector development with our craft organization members and 

partners in the region

 » Provide a forum for the exchange of information and policy in the craft, giftware and apparel sectors

 » Provide developmental services and opportunities to the craft, giftware and apparel sectors

 » Engage in activities like trade shows, export missions, and workshops which will enhance the 

professionalism, education and advancement of the craft, giftware and apparel sectors in the region


