From 9 to 5 to Professional Speaker

By Laura Stack, MBA, CSP

You’ve got the talent!  You’ve got the ambition!  You’re sick of that corporate job!  You’re ready to break out on your own as a professional speaker…or are you?  Here are some things to consider before you leave that 9 to 5 job and segue into a professional speaking career:

1. Get real-world experience before you quit the employment ranks.  People always want to know “how I got started” as a professional speaker.  You don’t really just “start.”  I highly recommend you get some real-world training experience first.  My first job in the training profession was as an employee with TRW Defense Systems.  Understanding of the role of training vendors in a corporate setting is invaluable when you start approaching prospective clients, and you get paid while you learn.  I then taught adjunct courses at the University of Colorado, which gave me skills in Instructional Design.  You could teach a class at a Learning Annex, university extension center, or Free University in your area.  Next, I presented seminars around the country for CareerTrack, Inc., which gave me a broad understanding of the meetings industry and gave me extensive platform time in front of real learners.

2. Get business training.  I went to college and got my undergraduate and masters degrees in business.  The biggest reason people fail when they break into the speaking business is they fail to understand it IS a business.  It takes marketing, accounting, technology, customer relations, systems, public relations, and financial savvy to make it work.  You have to know how to sell your services, relate to meeting planners and bureaus, back up your presentations with products and many other skills related to managing your company.  You will not fail because you’re an excellent speaker; you will fail because you stink in business acumen.  If nothing else, take some college business courses for no credit in the areas you lack skill.

3. Get a mentor and some guidance.  The National Speakers Association has local chapters around the country.  Each chapter operates a bit differently, but most of them offer some type of “Apprenticeship” or “Fast Track” program for people who are seriously interested in moving into a professional speaking career.  For example, in Denver, you can join the NSA/Colorado chapter as an Affiliate (not a professional member) and participate in the “Fast Track” program.  Fast Trackers meet once a month, to help people ramp up quickly in the mandatory competencies of platform mechanics, professional awareness and relationships, topic development, and sales and marketing.  Many chapters also offer a “Coaching” program, which will pair you with an already-experienced professional speaker to work one-on-one with you for a year.  For information on a local NSA chapter in your area, visit http://www.nsaspeaker.org/search/chapter_directory.xpl. 

4. Get a mastermind group.  It is incredible helpful to network with a group of people (even across the country) who are on the same journey you are.  As you’re getting ramped up, you’ll want to exchange ideas with others who have the same aspirations.  Having a mastermind group is like having a personal board of directors for your new company, to give you guidance and shorten your learning curve.  An excellent resource is the Academy for Professional Speaking (www.academyforprofessionalspeaking.org), which is a community of experts who want to turn their passion and talent for public speaking into a successful career.  The Academy accesses NSA's vast universe of learning opportunities, friendship, participation and growth.  Best of all, it offers you the support of other aspiring speakers and additional seminars and educational opportunities, its own newsletter, and a networking directory of other national members.

5. Get some platform time.  Let me dispel one myth of the professional speaking business.  Some people may tell you to never speak for free, which I believe is absolutely ridiculous.  When I first started speaking, I would talk to anyone, anytime, who would listen to me speak.  I had a really nice collection of coffee mugs going from all the rotary groups I visited.  There are many service clubs in your area that are in desperate need for a speaker each meeting.  They can’t pay you, but the objectives in getting started in the business are to meet people and SPEAK.  Alan Weiss says it beautifully in his book Money Talks (the bible of the industry), “You’re better off speaking for free in front of potential customers than you are not speaking at all in front of no one.”  Pick up a copy of your local Business Journal and turn to the “Calendar” section.  You will see a list of groups and contact names just waiting for you to speak.  Most of these local meetings only require 30-60 minutes of your time, and you can arrange your work schedule accordingly.  These programs will allow you to practice and hone your speech before you try to sell it.

6. Get some clients BEFORE you stop moonlighting.  I saw Guy Kawasaki (one of the masterminds behind Apple Computer) speak in LA a few years ago.  He said one of the successes of Apple was that they allowed their potential customers to test drive their computers.  In the speaking business, you are the product, and you should allow people to “test drive” you too.  When they like you, they will eventually buy.  When I first started out, I offered free “brown bag” luncheons to large corporate clients as a way to get my foot in the door.  You don’t even have to quit your day job!  Identify a company you’d like to work with, call the main number, ask for the person who handles employee training and development, call that person, introduce yourself, and ask, “Do you sometimes bring in outside training contractors to conduct onsite training seminars?”  Be honest.  Tell them you are “just starting out” in the business and are offering a complimentary one-hour brown bag seminar as a way to introduce yourself and your product.  It’s a good idea to work up a little “one-sheet” on yourself first, so that you have a piece of promotional literature to send.  Registering a business name and getting business cards printed up is a good idea while you “moon-light” in this fashion.  After giving the presentation, I would ask for a testimonial letter in return to help you start your client list.  Having these letters will be very helpful when you start asking for money.  After they love you, they will want you back.  Get enough of these…and bang…you have enough clientele to support you when you get started.

A little training, a little preparation, a little support…combined with your immense talent…and you, too, can be a professional speaker!  
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