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The Trade Show 
Logistics Playbook
A Stress-Free Framework for Event Success

A missed check-in window. Paperwork that appears complete but 
is rejected at the marshaling yard. A delivery that arrives on-site 
but outside the targeted move-in schedule. These are common 
trade show logistics breakdowns that surface when venue rules, 
marshaling yard requirements, and timing are underestimated.

This playbook gives marketing managers and trade show  
teams a structured framework to plan, coordinate, and manage 
trade show shipments by focusing on the pressure points that 
disrupt show schedules. 

Inside, you’ll find a realistic planning timeline tied to  
move-in schedules, execution checklists built around venue  
and marshaling yard requirements, and real examples showing 
how disciplined coordination helps prevent last-minute issues.

This guide is designed to help you reduce risk, protect your 
schedule, and maintain control as show day approaches,  
rather than reacting when options are limited.
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The Trade Show Logistics Risks  
Most Teams Underestimate

Most trade show logistics issues come  
from assumptions that feel reasonable  
early in the process.

Common breakdowns include:

•	 Confirming show dates without planning  
around targeted move-in windows and  
equipment requirements

•	 Splitting responsibility across carriers  
and internal teams without a single owner  
for timing and documentation

•	 Assuming venue and marshaling yard  
requirements won’t change

•	 Treating exhibits like standard carrier shipments 
instead of time-sensitive show materials

Trade show sites operate on strict schedules.  
Arriving outside a targeted window, missing  
required documentation, or checking in incorrectly  
at the marshaling yard can delay delivery and 
increase costs quickly.

A centralized logistics plan with a single account 
manager helps prevent these issues by aligning 
timing, documentation, and execution before the 
shipment is en route.
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The Trade Show Problems No  
One Flags Until It’s Too Late

Trade show logistics require planning that reflects how venues and marshaling yards 
actually operate, not how they appear on paper.

Some of the most disruptive trade show issues include: 

•	 Documentation that is technically correct but incomplete for venue or show 
contractor requirements

•	 Delivery schedules that don’t account for marshaling yard congestion

•	 No defined escalation path when schedules shift on-site
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The Ideal Trade Show  
Logistics Timeline

60–90 Days Before Pickup
•	 Request early shipping and budgetary 

estimates

•	 Collect show schedules, targeted  
move-in windows, venue access rules,  
and marshaling yard requirements

•	 Determine whether staging or short-term 
warehousing will be required between events

If this step is rushed: Compressed timelines  
can limit scheduling flexibility and increase  
the likelihood of last-minute changes.

30 Days Before Pickup
•	 Review and confirm estimated charges

•	 Validate assumptions around weight, 
dimensions, labor, and handling

•	 Align internal stakeholders on approved 
budgets and logistics scope

If this step is skipped: Cost discrepancies 
surface late, when options to adjust are limited.

15–30 Days Before Pickup
•	 Finalize shipment timelines and  

book transportation

•	 Confirm routing, trailer selection,  
and handling requirements

•	 Align internal teams and exhibit partners  
on responsibilities

•	 Review venue-specific documentation  
and show contractor requirements

If this step is incomplete: Accountability breaks 
down once shipments are in motion.

3–10 Days Before Pickup
•	 Prepare exhibit properties for  

packing and loading

•	 Complete final documentation reviews, 
including bills of lading and exhibitor details

•	 Confirm pickup timing, delivery targets,  
and on-site contacts

•	 Review contingency plans for  
schedule changes

If this step is assumed: Minor documentation 
issues can stall progress at check-in.
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The Trade Show Logistics Checklist

Planning
•	 Confirm show dates, move-in and move-out 

schedules, and access rules

•	 Assign one account manager

Transportation
•	 Confirm equipment selection based on  

exhibit dimensions and handling needs

•	 Verify pickup and delivery timing against 
show management schedules

•	 Review all documentation before pickup

Coordination
•	 Establish one account manager as  

the single point of contact

•	 Set expectations for communication  
during transit

Show Support
•	 Confirm marshaling yard procedures  

and check-in timing

•	 Identify who has the authority to  
troubleshoot issues on-site

•	 Prepare for schedule shifts without  
disrupting setup

Shipments Between Shows
•	 Plan staging or warehousing between events

Exhibit Property Return
•	 Schedule return shipments early

•	 Confirm piece counts and condition  
post-show

•	 Align return timing with the next  
event schedule

This timeline reflects how trade show logistics actually unfold, with each phase 
building toward fewer risks and better control as show day approaches.
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Real Examples of Trade Show  
Logistics Execution

The Friday Afternoon Call
Late on a Friday afternoon, a longtime  
client called with an urgent issue. Last-minute 
graphics were ready at the graphic house, but 
delivery was needed for weekend show setup.

The account manager coordinated with 
operations to confirm driver availability,  
timing, and venue access requirements.  
Pickup was completed that evening, and the 
shipment arrived within the required window.

What mattered most wasn’t speed alone.  
Clear ownership, confirmed access, and 
coordinated execution prevented delays  
when timing was tight.

Adjusting When Testing  
Delays the Schedule
A client called the day before pickup with an 
issue. Equipment testing had run long, pushing 
the shipment timeline back. Missing delivery 
would have delayed show setup in Chicago.

The account manager relayed updated timing 
to operations, a team driver was added, and 
communication remained consistent once 
testing cleared. The exhibit properties arrived 
within the required move-in window.

The difference wasn’t improvisation. It was 
having a plan that allowed timing to shift 
without losing control.
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Why Trade Show 
Logistics Planning 
Matters

Trade shows concentrate risk. Timing, visibility, and 
internal pressure all converge in a short window.

Structured logistics planning reduces last-minute 
decision-making and replaces it with coordinated 
execution aligned to venue requirements.

Trade Show Logistics 
Without the Stress

Legacy supports trade show teams with disciplined 
planning, coordinated execution, and a dedicated 
account manager from planning through delivery.

When logistics are handled with clarity and ownership, 
teams can focus on the event, not the shipment.

Start the conversation with Legacy and 
plan your next trade show with confidence.

Start the Conversation

https://www.legacytsi.com/start-the-conversation

