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T E C H N O L O G Y

BACK TO  
THE FUTURE  
(Part Two)

For the 1900 Paris Exposition Universelle, 

several of the Gallic country’s forward-

looking artists imagined the wonders of 

the 21st century in a series of illustrations 

called “France in the Year 2000.” Brain-

storming the world to come, they conjured 

radium heating homes, and barbershops 

furnished with a cross between a lamp-

post and a mechanical spider shaving 

shaggy customers. Predicting the future 

can clearly be more miss than hit, but 

EXHIBITOR’s look at the technologies 

transforming trade shows will let you 

glimpse a bit of tomorrow today.   

By Charles Pappas
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Geofencing
What is it? 

Geofencing refers to hardware and software that use 

How fast is it growing?
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How are marketers using it? 

Every year since 2011, representatives from more than 

1,300 companies across the globe, including Google Inc. 

and Kellogg Co., have gathered in Montreal for a con-

ference known as C2 Montreal (C2MTL). Described as 

“somewhere between genius and insanity,” C2MTL aims 

to help businesses integrate creativity and innovation into 

their often-regimented organizations. 

With C2MTL organizers creating a calculated free-for-all 

 

tracking system for its 4,000 attendees (90 percent of which

are C-level visitors who pay more than $3,000 for the three-

day event) that would make 

them feel like the Transporta-

tion Security Administration 

was eyeballing their drivers’ 

licenses. But C2MTL did want 

 

in various areas and respond 

of the crowds. Thus it turned 

to Connect&Go Inc., a Mon-

treal company specializing in 

RFID for events.

When the event opened 

last May in a massive art 

gallery called the Arsenal, 

attendees entering the 

converted 19th century 

shipyard were handed an  

unassuming badge. But 

the 4.5-by-5.5-inch badges 

contained an Ultra High

Frequency (UHF) Smartrac Frog 3D tag, and a Smartrac 

Circus Near-Field Communication (NFC) passive High 

Frequency (HF) tag. When attendees passed through the 

-

mitted a unique ID number on each individual’s badge to 

for that particular day. Occasionally, mix-ups in payments 

and other issues occurred during the event. When that 

happened, staff, alerted by the registration information 

emitting from the enhanced badges, could quietly approach 

the person and tactfully resolve the issue. 

A few minutes later, after passing through the second set 

of gates that led into the Arsenal’s main conference room, 

attendees entered an area with a trio of 30-by-50-foot net-

working zones. Here, the conference organizers employed 

their second use of the technology. Hanging 15 to 18 feet 

overhead in each of the zones were chandelier-like objects, 

at the center of which were RFID readers. While attendees 

chatted and chowed down, the readers monitored their 

movements via their badges in the three 1,500-square-foot 

areas like a sentient satellite. 

those in the zones, along with their ticket type, and how much 

time they dwelled there. The analytics were used immediately 

to predict when and where more staff might be needed, and 

in the long term to plan for the 2015 event. By using geo-

fencing, C2MTL organizers 

created a kind of invisible 

valet and gatekeeper that 

kept the event as relaxed as 

a stroll in a park.

While C2MTL employed 

geofencing to track at-

tendees, the Cannes Lions 

International Festival of 

Creativity used the same 

technology to direct those 

attendees, instead. Held 

annually in the Palais des 

Festivals et des Congres in 

Cannes, France, the event 

recognizes companies from 

around the globe for their 

ingenuity in product design 

and marketing across 16 

categories, from print to 

digital design. 

Working with the Vancouver, BC, Canada-headquartered 

Eventbase Technology Inc., which created the festival’s of-

sponsor, the Mobile Marketing Association (MMA), that 

stood right outside the Palais show hall. When any of the at-

tendees who had downloaded the app came within 100 feet 

-

phones from one of 40 Gimbal beacons placed throughout 

the tent. The missives summoned them to the tent to explore. 

Then, when they arrived at the 100-by-100-foot pavilion, 

 

them to view the attractions, including the Interactive Gallery 

for the Mobile Awards. Moreover, the beacons sent them  

 

in-app discussions and real-time polls. 
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U.S. skies by September 2015, the federal agency was set 

to clarify rules and ease regulations for them by Sept. 30 of 

this year. Overwhelmed, however, by the complexities and 

risks of the issue — including nearly 200 incidents last year 

in which drones were reported near airports or in restricted 

In the meantime, the FAA has started granting commer-

cial permits on a case-by-case basis to 13 companies out of 

For example, AeroVironment Inc. uses 

its drones to monitor energy corpora-

Alaska’s North Slope. 

You don’t need a legal pad to un-

derstand that airborne pizza deliveries 

aren’t coming soon. But for exhibits 

and events, there is some leeway. For 

less than 55 pounds, so long as they  

and stay within the operator’s line of 

sight. Operators must also avoid tradi-

tional aircraft, and receive permission 

off within 5 miles of an airport. “Drones 

offer some interesting new ways to 

frame or capture standard experiences 

at events and trade shows,” says Joe 

English, the Hillsboro, OR-based event 

designer and futurist. “Imagine being 

time from a bird’s-eye view overhead 

and to provide that to attendees.” 

How are marketers using it? 

When Monster Worldwide Inc. planned 

to debut its revised brand and updated

HR Technology Conference & Exposition in Las Vegas, the 

New York-headquartered company turned to an activity al-

Working with Czarnowski Display Services Inc., Monster 

planned its own variation of the venerable activity to build 

-

mum number of attendees to its rebranding efforts. The 

-

lay Bay Hotel & Casino complex where the show was held, 

Coincidentally, one of Czarnowski’s designers had been 

researching trends at the time he was working on the booth 

and realized that deploying drones to record hints of where 

permission from Mandalay Bay management, Monster hired 

Vortex Aerial, a drone operator from Corona, CA. A couple 

of days before the show opened, two Vortex staffers sent up 

a drone with a camcorder around Mandalay Bay, shooting 

aerial video of the grounds, including the pool area and a 

new logo, were large enough to be 

easily captured on the video that was 

taken from approximately 200 feet 

overheard, and therefore easier for 

Monster removed the big banners, 

and left smaller ones in their place that 

A 90-inch monitor stationed near 

the main entrance of Monster’s booth 

piqued attendee interest with a 

continuous loop of the video clue for 

near the resort’s poolside cabana. 

-

izing video with its bird’s-eye view of 

again on the massive 7.5-foot screen, 

approached Monster staff to inquire 

about what was going on. Staffers 

explained that the video was a tease 

two days of the expo, anyone who 

wanted to take part had to scour the 

entire Mandalay Bay grounds for the 

new company logo. Staffers sweetened the pot by adding 

that the winner for each day would receive an iPad Mini 

for their successful efforts. 

The bait of a competitive game, with clues supplied by 

one of the seminal technologies of the 21st century, was 

than Monster expected — into competing with others in a 

attendees spent an average of nearly two hours each over 

aerial tool to persuade attendees to literally seek out the new 

brand, and expose hundreds to its rebranding — which left 

 
Mashable’s illustrated history of drones and 

its article “Not All Drones are Created Equal” 

will give you a true sense of the depth and 

breadth of these aeronautic gadgets through 

visuals. Meanwhile, Gizmag’s online un-

manned vehicle section supplies articles that 

Once you’ve piqued your interest with those 

sites, buckle down for some in-depth reading 

with “The Beginner’s Guide to FPV” by Alex 

Protogerellis, and “Getting Started with Hobby 

Quadcopters and Drones” by Craig Issod. 

Just as drones have to obey the laws of 

physics, people have to obey the laws of the 

land — and the sky. To that end, Drone Laws’ 

article “How to Use Your Drone Legally in the 

United States” and the website Know Before 

You Fly will untangle all the knots of drone 

-

ast, MultiRotor and Drone News, Information, 

and Resources focuses on legal and safety 

it pertains to the technology. And the weekly 

digest of industry news at the Association for 

Unmanned Vehicle Systems International 

covers topics with a wingspan stretching from 

legislation to surveillance. 
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Coca-Cola Co. took to the skies with drones as well. As 

part of its international “Where Will Happiness Strike Next?” 

marketing campaign playing off its “Open Happiness” 

slogan, the Atlanta-based company planned on honoring 

migrant workers in Singapore. Hailing from China, India, 

and Thailand, among many other countries, these 1.3 million 

guest workers (who are typically low- or semi-skilled foreign 

workers permitted to live and labor in a given country for a 

short period) toil at grinding jobs in the manufacturing and 

construction industries, often earning as little as $1.60 an 

Happiness Strike Next?” promotional effort was designed

to inject a measure of delight 

into a place or circumstance 

that’s usually rather drab, the 

way a bottle of Coke might 

invigorate a dreary day. 

Joining forces with the 

& Mather Singapore and 

Kindness Movement (SKM), 

Coca-Cola decided to focus 

on a group of construction 

workers at three sites. But 

besides the mountain-high 

barriers of distrust and 

marginal legal protections 

that set the workers apart 

as surely as the sound of a  

another daunting logistical 

impediment: The crew would

be on a metal skeleton of girders and platforms at heights 

rivaling the Great Pyramid of Giza. So to reach this unap-

preciated caste, Coca-Cola employed drone technology. 

Over a three-day period in March 2014, SKM volunteers 

asked thousands of Singaporeans to create personalized 

messages of gratitude and support for the guest workers. 

Consisting of handwritten notes and photos of the individuals 

who penned them, the messages were attached to individual 

cans of Coke. At the end of the three-day effort, the notes 

were packed into branded metal boxes painted Coke red 

script. Each box was then attached to a small, custom-

designed delivery drone and sent soaring, some as high 

as 35 stories in the air, to their intended recipients on the 

construction sites who received the carbonated manna 

with smiles. In all, nearly 2,800 workers popped open a 

chilled can of Coke and quenched their thirst. But the 

the handwritten messages attached to the deliveries, all of 

which could be distilled in this one example: “For all the 

hard work you’ve put into our beautiful city — thank you.” 

Transparent Displays 
What is it?

Transparent (aka translucent, see-through, or screenless) 

are completely — or at least mostly — invisible when in 

use. Different versions of the technology range widely from 

devices projecting 3-D 

images using holographic 

technology to electronics 

using organic light emit-

ting diodes (OLEDs) made 

of transparent materials. 

While overlapping with 

augmented-reality (AR) 

devices such as Google 

Glass, transparent displays 

are mainly aimed at replac-

ing traditional screens 

and touchscreens often 

employed as standalone 

information kiosks in booths. 

How fast is it growing?

Economic Forum’s Global 

Agenda Council as one of 

the top 10 emerging tech-

nologies, transparent displays are exploiting a recent wave 

of advances in electronics and materials to morph from 

being an outlier technology to becoming a mainstream 

one. Research from NanoMarkets LLC has concluded that 

the market for transparent OLEDs and transparent LCDs 

combined will hit about $4 billion by 2021, a rise of almost 

15,000 percent from 2014.

Compelling the demand for transparent displays are 

three areas where they’re used extensively: AR and wear-

able technologies, such as enhanced eyewear for military, 

consumer, and industrial use; heads-up displays (HUDs)  

for vehicles; and stand-alone displays for retailers and 

exhibitors. For example, Google’s AR-based Google Glass, 

and its competitors hailing from companies such as Sony 

Corp. and Vuzix Corp., represent a niche that sold roughly 

4 million units and generated $2 billion in 2014. 
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That adoption rate, per Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Ltd., will 

predicts global demand for the technology will result in 

more than 100 million units sold. 

In the retail and exhibiting world, transparent screens 

will replace conventional computerized displays in the 

same inexorable way LEDs usurped their incandescent 

counterpart, per research from NanoMarkets. Indeed, ex-

hibitors and retailers are crafting a fascinating hybrid that 

merges transparent displays with traditional display cases. 

Products from cookware to footwear are placed behind the 

nearly-imperceptible displays, which can then run text,

graphics, animation, and 

-

rations an exhibitor might 

wish. The result is informa-

tion that appears over the 

products, creating an AR 

experience that enthralls as 

much as it entertains. 

“Transparent displays are 

providing companies with a 

way to further blur the lines 

between digital and physical 

at shows by overlaying digi-

tal product images onto real 

ones,” says Dana Drissel, the 

senior director of marketing 

for Kaon Interactive Inc., 

which provides interactive 

3-D product marketing and 

sales applications. “This 

creates product messages or

demonstrations that are as memorable as they are unique.”

wave of see-through displays. San Jose, CA-based research 

and consulting company Displaybank Co. Ltd. estimates the 

-

ance of these and other bendable displays is, in part, due to 

the use of polyimide as a substrate for the OLED screens. A 

durable and limber plastic, polyimide was once expensive to 

adhere to glass, an obstacle soon to be surmounted. 

How are marketers using it?

Nearly 31,000 attendees travel to Fabtech from more than 

Cutting Products exhibit equipment and services related 

-

ing super-hot plasma cutting that blasts through most 

metal as easily as a cruise missile slices through air, is a 

show off an extensive line of offerings, the booth’s impres-

sive dimensions might almost have been irrelevant. That’s 

because the company wanted to show its wares in several 

imaginative way to convince attendees that a 110-year-old 

company (its founding 

predated the invention of 

arc welding by two years) 

embraced innovation. 

Thus, using a transparent 

simultaneously show more 

promote itself as a company 

embracing the future.

Digital Corp., a multimedia 

marketing agency based in 

-

stormed the issue before  

settling on a transparent 

screen called HoloPro  

to display its products. It 

chose the screen, which 

could depict images in 

3-D holographic form, for 

much the same reasons companies turn to 3-D printing or 

 

advantages the technologies provide, they also confer 

something equal parts subtle and powerful. As communica-

years ago, “The medium is the message,” meaning that the 

futuristic transparent screen would send to attendees was 

one of a pioneering and innovative spirit. 

were drawn to the 111-inch HoloPro screen placed on the 

exterior wall. The screen’s illusion of translucence made 

it seem less like a commonplace monitor running prosaic 
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product information than a hole cut in space and time, with 

an expanse as deep as the void between stars. 

Even though one of the company’s 35 staffers was always 

nearby to guide visitors, the HoloPro was designed to be 

a self-directed experience. Visitors stepped up and chose 

ESAB was exhibiting. Once they touched their selection on 

the screen — which, given its exceptional illusion of depth, 

seemed almost like reaching into a vast and dark night sky 

— they then drilled down to one of the products or product 

lines in that category. If they chose the Purox Elite Series, for 

example, they could view that line’s welding accessories via 

a variety of 2-D, 3-D, animated, and video imagery. Callouts

allowed attendees to investigate the 

products in deeper and deeper de-

tail. They could also isolate and focus 

plate — and even spin them like  

an old-fashioned globe to view from  

different angles. 

Like an enchanted mirror from 

fairy tales, the transparent display en-

tranced visitors and kept them rooted 

in place. ESAB’s products might be 

relatively mundane when seen on the 

physical plane, but viewed through 

the transparent screen, they seemed 

gravity. Riveted guests spent up to 15 

minutes studying and scoping out the 

company’s offerings, longer than they 

typically spent with the products’ real

counterparts. That’s likely because they could take their 

time and explore the tools in-depth with an ease not really 

possible in the physical realm.

If ESAB used a transparent screen to burnish the image 

of technology more than a century old, Intel Corp. used 

one to enhance the image of a technology in the making. 

When the Santa Clara, CA-based company wanted to 

highlight its Ultrabook notebook computers in the Intel 

Museum last year, it faced a quandary peculiar to much of 

silicon-era technology: How do you convey the magic of 

notebooks that roughly resemble models from years before, 

but whose quantum-leap improvements — including a 

 

processors that sip energy about as much as a teetotaler 

sips whiskey — are largely elusive to the naked eye and 

evasive to physical experience? Instead of two-dimensional 

graphics panels that are as intrinsic to museums as dioramas 

and gift shops, Intel tapped into Delphi Productions Inc. 

(aka Group Delphi) for extensive design and strategic help 

and realized that it could use the magic of one technology 

to convey the power of another.

Visitors inside the Intel Museum, which sports exhibits 

on Intel’s history and products, encountered a 10-by-11- 

foot exhibit dedicated to the Ultrabook. In front of the 

exhibit rested a 42-inch, transparent LCD touchscreen 

on a freestanding podium. Set behind the see-through 

screen like an exotic orchid under hothouse lights was an 

Ultrabook. To explore its capabilities, guests pressed any 

-

sponsive, and Security — on the screen that seemed to be 

suspended in midair around the com-

puter. For example, if they pushed on 

Security, a brief blurb of information 

materialized on the screen. At the 

same time, more info was super-

imposed on the Ultrabook’s screen 

(while displayed via the transparent 

touchscreen, the text appeared to 

emanate from the notebook) and ad-

ditional data was projection mapped 

onto two screens on the wall a few 

feet behind the notebook. 

The scene of visitors accessing and 

manipulating information that seemed 

to emerge in thin air by itself was 

almost cinematic. In fact, it summoned 

one of the seminal moments from the 

where Tom Cruise manipulates objects 

on a transparent screen with the dexterity of an orchestra 

conductor. By using the transparent screen (whose interface 

was designed by San Francisco-based Stimulant), Intel 

cleverly evoked what psychologist Edward Thorndike 

qualities of an object transfer to objects near it. In this case, 

the marvels of the screen, suggesting futuristic technologies 

barely distinguishable from magic, brought the Ultrabook’s 

technical wonders alive to an audience who might easily 

have overlooked them.  E

In the next and last installment of Back to the Future, we’ll cover 

additional disruptive technologies — wearables, projection 

mapping, and immersive reality — that are turning the trade 

show world upside down and inside out. 

The primers at How Stuff Works will help bring 

the sometimes fuzzy picture of transparent 

displays quickly into focus with pieces such  

 

If the above give a good glimpse of what’s 

currently available or what soon will be, the 

following give a peek into a future so bright, 

you’ll need a pair of welder’s glasses. See 

what we mean when you check out TechThe-

Charles Pappas, senior writer; cpappas@exhibitormagazine.com


