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Chapter 1:  
Finding the perfect craft shows for your business 



!!
As I mentioned in the introduction to this course, I had to get creative to find venues to sell my clothing line when I first started out. I couldn’t afford to be picky because I 
was rolling the dice (with a crazy bet) that my handmade business would become a full-time career. !
At first, being a “yes girl” worked out. It helped my line get tons of exposure, feedback about what buyers wanted, and eventually it paid my rent! The downside was that I 
missed out on sleep (and a social life). I spent every minute silk-screening, sewing, cramming clothing racks into my truck, and sitting in traffic en route to the next event. !
But the gamble I’d taken did pay off after that first topsy-turvy year. My income slowly became steadier as I began to do trade shows and I’d picked up a handful of solid 
wholesale accounts from stores that placed orders routinely. This gave me some breathing room financially so I could be a bit more selective about which shows I applied for. !
And since I had so much experience setting up to sell just about anywhere (on the sidewalk, or in a warehouse or church basement), I knew exactly what sort of show would 
work best for me and my brand. !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

!!
FIRST, ASSESS YOUR GOALS FOR APPLYING TO A PARTICULAR SHOW !
The very first thing you want to do before applying to a show is assess your reasons for wanting to sell there. What are you hoping to get out of the experience? !
Your goals will depend on what stage your business is at. For example, if you’re just starting out, maybe you’re like how I was way back when and you’ll want to try all sorts 
of shows until you settle on those that are the best fit for you and your business. Or if you’re a more experienced seller, maybe you’ve developed a new product line and you 
want feedback on your new designs.  Or perhaps you want to expand into wholesale and are looking for a show where you’ll meet buyers from brick-and-mortar shops.    

Dear Handmade Life ©2015 Nicole Stevenson



Possible goals for selling at a craft show: !
• Grow your customer base in a new area 
• Connect with local wholesale buyers 
• Travel to a new place and turn the show into a working vacation 
• Grow your mailing list (we’ll talk about mailing lists more in later chapters) 
• Make money 
• Get experience doing smaller shows to prepare for larger shows 
• Network with fellow vendors and grow your community and resources 
• Get out of the studio and spend time with other people 
!
ASK YOURSELF IF YOU’RE READY TO SELL AT CRAFT SHOWS 
!
The next question you want to ask yourself is, “Am I really ready to sell at a craft show?”  For instance, if one of your goals is to build your mailing list and you’re not 
already set up with a newsletter service like Mailchimp, you’ll need to set up your account and have your intro newsletter written ASAP. What’s the point of having a mailing 
list if you’re not going to use it? !
Some questions you should be asking yourself to see if you’re ready to sell at a craft show: !
Do I have enough product? !
You should have 4 to 10 times the amount of product you hope or expect to sell. You don’t want your booth to look empty after you sell a handful of things. 
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Are my products ready for the public? !
Your products should be sturdy enough for people to use. If you make jewelry, you don’t want the clasp on a necklace to break the first time someone wears it. If you make 
clothing or something else that requires washing, you should have care labels on your goods and make sure they stand up to the wear and tear of washing. If you make 
something edible, your production must be safe and you’ll need proper permits from the health department. 

Am I ready to accept payments from my customers? !
You must have some cash on hand to make change for people paying with cash. You don’t have to accept credit cards, though it is HIGHLY recommended. If you’re not set 
up to process credit cards, look into the Square app. Square allows you to process credit cards on your phone with card reader that plugs into your headphone jack. PayPal 
also has a free card reader that works the same way, and Etsy provides card readers to its sellers for in-person sales.
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Is my pricing formula solid? !
You don’t want to sell your goods only to find that you priced them too low and didn’t make any money or worse, ended up losing money. Pricing your goods too low can 
also affect shoppers’ perception of the product and your sales, not to mention upsetting your fellow vendors in some cases. (We’ll go over how to figure out your pricing in 
Chapter 6.) !
Is my product line cohesive, my branding strong and my product unique? !
Craft shows get so many applicants and you want to make sure your goods stand out. Chapter 3 on branding will help you figure out what branding is and how to create 
branding that fits your business. Having a cohesive product line is something new makers rarely think about. They just make what they feel like making without thinking 
about how it fits with other items they make or the overall feel of their crafty business. A cohesive product line can include various types of products as long as those 
products fit the branding of your business. This may not be as important for less established craft shows as it is for the long-running larger ones. 

Do I have the time, money and resources to prepare for the show if I’m accepted? !
You need to have time and money not only to make your products but also to create your booth set-up and market the show. Make sure you can afford the booth fee, mark the 
day on your calendar and have enough time to prepare for the show. !
Am I able to prepare in the way I need to meet my goals for the show? !
Look at your list of goals and make sure you have everything in place to accomplish them. If your goal is to get wholesale orders, you need to have wholesale pricing set and 
probably a look book or catalog at the very minimum. If you want to build a mailing list, have a system set up for collecting e-mail addresses and be ready to send something 
out not long after the show. 
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RESEARCH POTENTIAL SHOWS + PICK THE RIGHT ONES FOR YOU AND YOUR BRAND !
Once you’ve assessed your goals and feel ready to be a vendor, the next step is finding the right craft show. If you’re just starting out and your main goal is to get exposure, 
you may want to seek smaller shows with low booth fees. If you’re a more experienced vendor, your primary goal may be high sales volume so paying more for a booth if 
you know that show brings big crowds may be worth it. !
When show producers or juries go through applications from vendors and decide which makers to accept, they are looking at your work with a critical eye. Use the 
worksheet at the end of this chapter to create a list of potential shows you’re thinking about applying to and then assess them with a critical eye. It’s like at a job interview; 
you are being interviewed but you also want to make sure you even want the job. !
You’ll need to research each show and decide which ones to apply to. It’s a good idea to have a spreadsheet or document to keep a running list of every show you hear about, 
even if it doesn’t seem like a good fit at the time. A show’s booth fee may be too high for you this year, but by next year hopefully your business will have grown to the point 
where that show is in reach. 

The best way to evaluate a show is to go to it. Think of picking a show the way you would think about picking a partner. If your friend wants to set you up with someone, 
they will talk them up and concentrate on their assets. Your blind date may seem like a perfect match on paper, but in person there may not be a spark. The same thing goes 
for shows. Show producers carefully choose which images and facts they reveal on their website and through social media. Nothing compares to actually going to show and 
seeing it for yourself. You may find out that parking is a nightmare or that it feels disorganized. When you’re at the show, check out the aesthetic of the crowd. Do they look 
like the kind of people who would be interested in what you make? Look at the amount of people and whether it seems like they are just hanging out or if the vendor booths 
are busy. Try to get an impression of the show from a vendor’s perspective. Be respectful and wait for a slow moment to strike up a conversation and let the vendor know that 
you’re a maker too. If they seem receptive to talking, tell them you are thinking about vending at the show and ask for their opinion. You can also ask for suggestions on 
other shows they do. Get out of the way for customers if necessary and don’t take up too much of their time. Remember that they are there to sell their goods, not mentor 
you. 
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Questions to ask when considering applying for a show: !
Does the price point of other products at the show fit my price point? !
If you sell $300 pieces of jewelry with semi-precious stones and the rest of the vendors sell jewelry in the $20 range, customers who appreciate the quality of your materials 
may not be at that venue. Show producers usually know the budget of attendees and seek vendors who fall in that price range. !
Does the aesthetic of the show fit the aesthetic of my brand? !
If you produce a line of hip and edgy modern kids clothing and the show’s branding is pink and floral and it’s called the “Sweet Fairy Faire,” it likely won’t be a good match. 
That’s not to say it’s a bad show, it just may not be the right fit for your products. Think about what kind of customers attend the show and ask yourself if that customer 
would be interested in what you make. !
Are there already lots of other products similar to mine at the show? !
Your goal is to find a show where your products will fit in but also stand out. If there are 20 vendors selling hand knit animals and you make hand knit animals, it might not 
be the best fit. You’ll end up getting lost in a crowd of wonderful but similar goods. !!
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!
What do the producers expect of me? !
Some shows expect vendors to sell a certain number of tickets to the show. If you don’t have the time to do that, don’t apply. At Patchwork Show, we expect the vendors to 
help with promotion to keep booth fees low in contrast to comparable shows. If you don’t have time to publicize the show, Patchwork likely isn’t the right venue for you. 
Once I got accepted to a show and didn’t read the application completely only to find out that I was required to have a flame retardant tent (which I didn’t have). Read the 
requirements in full before applying. !
Does my product fit within the shows guidelines? !
If the show only accepts vendors selling organic wares and your T-shirts are not organic, don’t apply! Don’t even think about lying on your application, because this will 
sully your reputation and craft show vendors make up a tight-knit community. !
Does the show seem professional and organized? !
Consider the level of professionalism of the show both online and offline. Check out the website, social media pages and online presence. Are the organizers active on social 
media? Is the show’s website up to date? Do organizers return e-mails in a timely manner?
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Does the show fit with my goals? !
If your main goal is to grow to your customer base in a new area, then doing a show in the town where you live doesn’t help you. However if that show meets several other 
goals you want to accomplish, it may be a good fit. It’s rare that one show will fit all of your criteria, so look for shows that fit most of your criteria. !
What is the show’s reputation? !
Consider the length of time they’ve been producing shows and if their shows have gotten smaller or bigger. You may even want to check Yelp reviews. Remember to always 
take Yelp reviews with a grain of salt, and try to get an overall feel for the show instead of focusing on a few good or bad reviews. !
Is it a juried show? !
A juried show has a team of people who go through applications and decide who gets accepted and who doesn’t. A non-juried show fills booths on a first-come, first-serve 
basis and doesn’t control who gets in. Juried shows are good because the producers ensure that everything at the show meets the aesthetic and criteria of the show. Non-juried 
shows can be beneficial for new vendors who are just trying to get experience and exposure. !
Is the booth fee a good fit for my budget? !
The booth and application fee should fit your budget. Two-day shows are more expensive than one-day shows but are often worth it since it’s twice the amount of time. Also 
think about the booth fee in relation to your goal list. An expensive booth fee is worth it if you know the show draws a strong crowd, the show and buyers fit well with your 
businesses branding, the producers put a lot into their advertising, and it’s well organized. !
Is the venue and season a good fit for you? !
I hate being hot and I get hives when I’m in the sun, because of that, I’d never apply for an outdoor show in the summer in Phoenix. I know that even if I was in the shade but 
the temperature was in the 90s, I’d be miserable. Some vendors have goods that work much better for holiday shows. For example, someone who makes crocheted wool 
scarves would likely do much better at a winter show than a summer one. Considering the season and venue can make a world of difference between a great show and a 
miserable one. !
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Knowing all of this, should you only apply to a show if it meets ALL of your criteria? No. This is just a way to assess the show and you need to decide which aspects are 
most important to you. !
A few years ago, I moved from Southern California to Northern California. I was new to the area, didn’t know many people and I had my Saturdays free. I decided to get a 
booth at a farmers market that was a few blocks from my house. I assessed doing the farmers market against my show criteria. It didn’t score perfectly, however it was a 
good fit. I knew I wouldn’t make a ton of money but I had lots of extra inventory that I wanted to get rid of, the show was close, it was only four hours long, parking was 
easy, the booth fee was cheap, the producers didn’t expect me to help with promotion and although it wasn’t well attended, the customers there had never seen my products. I 
ended up building a strong customer base in my new town, got rid of old stock and made decent money. !
Weekly shows like farmers markets or flea markets can be an awesome resource for vendors to find regular customers in a region. Generally there aren’t a lot of handmade 
vendors at these types of venues so your items draw a lot of attention as well. It’s OK to break the rules and do small shows sometimes, even when they don’t meet your 
general criteria, especially if they fit with your goals at the time. Some of the best shows I ever did were holiday parties at offices where the employees worked crazy hours 
and didn’t have time to shop. The office manager would bring in a handful of makers and we’d set up shop for these overworked people who were so happy not to have to 
fight traffic and crowds at the malls and did all of their holiday shopping at their workplace. !
CONSIDER UNUSUAL VENUES !
Selling at one of the large craft fairs can be super profitable, but you can also get creative and seek out unique venues to set up shop. Especially if you’re just starting out, a 
large booth fee can be intimidating or seem risky, so unusual venues or smaller shows might be a good alternative. Check out the show list at the end of this chapter for a list 
of larger craft shows. Or get creative and seek out unique places to sell like: 
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Schools: !
If you have school-aged children, suggest doing a holiday craft fair fund-raiser at your kids' school if they don’t have one already. You can also research schools where you 
live and ask if they have holiday craft shows. Sometimes they will place ads to find vendors on Craigslist, so check there too. !
Churches and temples: !
Many religious organizations like churches and temples have holiday craft shows and often they don’t limit the vendor to only people in their congregation. If you don’t 
belong to religious organization, reach out to your community or search online for local church or temple craft shows. !
Offices: !
Remember my story about the great experience I had selling at that office holiday party? Reach out to your friends who work 9 to 5 jobs and see if they do a holiday party 
and would be interested in having you set up there. !
Flea markets: !
This can be kind of tricky. I sold at the Melrose Trading Post flea market in Hollywood for years. There were other artists and makers with booths there as well. Plus, since it 
was in Hollywood, the clientele didn’t mind paying prices associated with handmade goods. This was also how I ended up getting lots of celebrity clients. But some flea 
markets are primarily attended by people looking for bargains. Make sure you know which kind of flea market it is before signing up. !
Farmers markets: !
Customers at farmers markets are generally people who care about what they’re eating, therefore they’re usually conscious consumers who appreciate handmade goods and 
meeting the maker. !
Organizations you belong to: !
If you’re in mom’s group or art group, consider setting up your own craft show as a fund-raiser. !
Community arts centers: !
Most cities have community arts centers that offer classes and workshops. Many of them also have yearly fund-raisers like craft shows. !
Your house, local bar/restaurant/brick and mortar shop, or a friend’s house: !
You can always create your own perfect show too! Reach out to your community of makers, friends or local business owners and set up your own craft fair.   
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It took me a few years of selling at craft shows to figure out how to pick the ones that would be the best fit for my business and me. I wasted lots of time (and money!) doing 
shows that didn’t go well. I spent hundreds of dollars on a booth at a show where literally only 10 shoppers showed up. I (along with a bunch of other vendors) was fooled by 
their fancy website. I stupidly thought that because the booth fee was so high the show MUST be good. I can’t believe how naive I was! I did make the best of that awful 
show and left my booth to walk around and meet other vendors. I ended up making friends with a fellow vendor there, and years later, we’re still friends and cheerleaders for 
each other's businesses. 
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