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Break in to Professional Speaking: 
A Comprehensive Guide for Authors 

Stephanie Chandler 

One of the top goals for all authors is to sell more books, and one of the best ways to build 

your platform and generate book sales is by speaking to large groups. As a speaker, you 

demonstrate your authority in your subject matter. When you educate and entertain an 

audience, attendees will want to take more of you home with them—which means they will 

buy your books, along with other products and services you offer.  

To get started, most people give free talks to local organizations and work their way up to 

paid speaking gigs. Local presentations can have many advantages even when you’re not 

being paid because you gain exposure with the organization’s entire network (not just the 

people who attend your session) and you can sell books at the back of the room. It’s also 

important to develop your speaking sells if your goal is to get paid for presentations.   

This guide includes the following:  

• Get Started as a Speaker 

• Review a Sample Speaker Pitch 

• Make the Transition to Paid Speaking 

• Locate Speaking Opportunities 

• Find Resources for Speakers 

We hope this guide helps you get started on reaching your speaking goals!  
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How to Get Started as a Speaker 

Getting started as a speaker might be easier than you think. Following are the steps to 

follow.  

1. Choose Great Speaking Topics 

When it comes to choosing a topic for your speaking 

engagements, remember that it’s not about you; it’s about 

your audience. Your topic should provide value for your 

audience.  What will they learn? How will their lives 

improve because of your presentation? These are 

questions to consider as you develop your topics. 

For prescriptive nonfiction authors, the task of 

developing speaking topics should be relatively easy since 

they often relate to the content in your book. For memoir 

authors, you may need to get creative. If you’ve authored 

a memoir about overcoming an illness, you might create a 

motivational presentation about how to persevere in 

tough times—this will make it more relatable to a wide variety of audiences.  

Speakers often have multiple presentation topics so it’s fine to start with several. Just be 

sure they are aligned with each other. It could confuse your audience if you have topics 

ranging from how to get organized to parenting.  

2. Write a Compelling Description  

You will need a brief and interesting description for each presentation, including three to 

five bullet points explaining the benefits for the audience. The description of your 

presentation is an important tool in helping you get you booked for engagements so be 

sure it demonstrates that what you offer meets the needs of your intended audience. 

Not only is your presentation description used by decision makers, it will often be copied 

and pasted to put into event programs and marketing materials prior to your event. 

Therefore, your event hosts also want to see a compelling description that entices their 

potential attendees to show up. 
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3. Develop a Speaker One-Sheet  

Most professional speakers have a one- or two-page 

flyer that they can give to potential event hosts to 

promote their speaking topics. Often times event 

planners gather in a room with a stack of speaker 

sheets when they’re deciding who to invite to their 

conference or event as speakers so this is an important 

piece of marketing collateral. 

Your sheet should include a brief overview of one or 

more speaking topics, testimonials from past 

presentations if you have them, a list of past audiences 

if available, your photo, book cover, and contact 

information.  

4. Add a Speaker Page to Your Website  

Take the information from your speaker sheet and add 

it to a page on your website. This effort alone can attract opportunities to speak. 

5. Identify Speaking Opportunities 

Keep reading for a comprehensive list of resources and strategies for finding speaking 

engagements.  

6. Start Reaching Out 

When researching places to speak, often you will find contact information right on the 

website. Ideally you’re looking for the event organizer, though that is rarely listed. It’s 

perfectly fine to reach out to a chapter president, for example. If she isn’t the right contact, 

she will likely forward your message to the correct person. Remember that some 

organizations need speakers on a weekly basis for their meetings. Most will be quite glad to 

hear from you. Keep reading for a sample pitch…  

7. Spread the Word   

Let your clients, peers and friends know that you’re available to speak. Ask if they know of 

any organizations that could benefit from your presentation. They may surprise you! 

8. Build on Your Experience  

Every time you give a presentation, ask for testimonials from event coordinators and add 

them to your speaker sheet and website. Also, look for ways to have some of your 

https://nonfictionauthorsassociation.com/


Copyright © 2019 by Stephanie Chandler 4 NonfictionAuthorsAssociation.com 

presentations recorded so that you have video clips to share on your website and offer to 

prospects. Sometimes event hosts already have plans to have a videographer in-house, and 

all you need to do is ask for a copy. Or, you can hire a local videographer or even a student 

from a local college to come film your event.  

9. Expand Your Offerings  

As you gain experience, add additional presentation topics to your menu of options. This 

will allow you to return to past clients and book another engagement, plus it can give you 

reasons to capture new opportunities.  
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Sample Speaker Pitch 

Your email pitch should be quick and to the point. Here’s an example: 

Greetings <name>, 

I’m an author and speaker specializing in healthy lifestyle habits for employees in the workforce 

and I’m reaching out to inquire about speaking to <group/organization name>. 

Here are some potential topics I can cover: 

• Topic one 

• Topic two 

• Topic three 

My goal is to inspire audiences to want to make small changes that lead to living longer, fuller, 

happier lives. I know you have a lot of technology professionals in your group, and they typically 

work long hours. They are an ideal audience for these presentations! 

I have attached my speaker sheet and you can also learn more about me on my website: 

<link to speaker page on your site> 

Can we schedule time for a brief chat? 

Thank you, 

Suzy Speaker 

Pro Tip: Ending a pitch with a question helps inspire a reply, even if it’s just to say no 

thank you. And it’s always a great idea to get event organizers on the phone so you can 

learn about their audience and event and discuss the opportunities rather than going back 

and forth by email. 
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Transition to Paid Speaking 

If you want speaking to become a revenue stream for you, start by getting as many free 

engagements under your belt as possible. Then begin reaching out to companies and 

conferences that need speakers. Professional speakers typically earn $2,500 to $10,000 and 

up for a keynote presentation, plus travel expenses. It can be a lucrative career, though one 

that takes time and effort to build. Here are some additional tips for paid speaking: 

1. Ask for Payment – Once you have some experience, simply decide to start asking for 

payment. Small associations and many conference break-out sessions won’t pay, but 

larger events and companies will expect to pay you. Most importantly, it never hurts to 

ask. You will still end up speaking for free at some events—most speakers do—but 

when you start to request fees, you might be surprised to actually earn them!  

A good starting rate is between $3,500 to $5,000. While this may sound high if speaking 

is new to you, rest assured this is the going rate for newer speakers. As you gain 

experience, you can potentially command $10,000 or more for presentations. Yes, 

really! Speakers can also negotiate fees and travel expenses. If a company has a tight 

budget, you can try bartering for something in return. One speaker I know once got a 

brand-new car to drive around for a full year in exchange for a one-hour keynote. 

2. Bundle in Books – Some companies will gladly buy a copy of your book for all 

attendees. This usually comes out of a different budget than the speaker fee and once 

again, it never hurts to ask. 

3. Update Your Speaker Page – Add a note on the speaker page of your website that sets 

the expectation that you charge a fee. Mine says: “Please call or e-mail for speaker rates. 

A 50% deposit is required to reserve the date with the balance due on the day of the event. 

Special considerations may be made for non-profit organizations.” 

4. Network with Other Speakers – The National Speaker’s Association (NSA) is the 

leading organization for speakers: nsaspeaker.org. There is also Toastmasters, where 

members practice their skills: toastmasters.org.  

5. Have Fun – When you enjoy what you do, it comes across. It will take some practice, 

but when you find your passion for speaking it can have a powerful impact on building 

your personal brand and your bottom line. 
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How to Locate Speaking Opportunities 

Whether you want to speak for free to sell books at the back of the room or you want to get 

paid to speak, there are many ways to locate speaking opportunities.  

When you find an opportunity, don’t be afraid 

to pitch yourself via phone or email. Just make 

sure you’re prepared with an excellent 

speaker page on your website, a list of your 

speaking topics, professional photos, video 

clips of you in action, and testimonials. If you 

don’t yet have video clips or testimonials, 

focus on booking free local gigs in order to 

gain experience you can build on.  

Following are dozens of ways to locate 

speaking engagement opportunities.  

Trade Associations 

There are thousands of associations that hold monthly meetings and annual conferences. 

You are more likely to get paid for larger events, but local events need speakers too, 

especially for chapters that hold monthly meetings. Here are some directories to locate 

associations: 

• Directory of Associations.com 

• Marketing Mentor 

• National Trade and Professional Associations Directory – This is a huge printed 

book that starts at around $350 to purchase and $800 for access to an online 

directory. Tip: Find at your local library or purchase a used copy on Amazon or 

eBay. 

• Weddles Guide – A more affordable option than the NTPA directory above. 

• Marketing Mentor – Maintains a smaller list of associations. Categories include 

business, healthcare, law/legal, and more.  

• Wikipedia has an impressive list of trade organizations in the U.S.  

• You can locate many association meetings in your own backyard with some simple 

Google searches. Example: <your city> + “association.” This could be “Sacramento 
association” or “Orlando association.”  
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Conferences and Trade Shows 

Look for events that reach your target 

audience and then search for their 

speaker submission guidelines. You 

may need to reach out to event 

organizers or other staff to inquire 

about opportunities. 

• 10 Times Events – Offers a list of 

international conferences, trade 

shows and workshops, which 

you can search by location and 

category. 

• Trade Show Calendar – Search 

through upcoming events to research opportunities, or note them on your calendar 

to pitch them for next year.  

• Events in America – Includes estimated attendee numbers, city/state, and number 

of exhibitors.  

Corporate Events 

Big money can be found by speaking at corporate events. Finding these can take some 

effort, though. Here are some ways to do so: 

• Search Google for <industry> + “conference.” Example: “pet care conference” or 

“technology conference.” Note that you may need to build a list and keep track for 

the following year since speakers are often planned many months in advance.  

• Meeting Professionals International is the top association for meeting planners. 

They often host showcases for speakers where event planners can see speakers in 
action with the goal of potentially inviting speakers to their future events.  

Nonprofits and Charities 

Just as trade associations host monthly and annual meetings, so do nonprofits. And many of 

the larger nonprofits are well-funded and pay speakers, even for monthly chapter 

meetings.   

• IRS Directory of Nonprofits - Compiled by our friends at the IRS.  

• Love to Know - A list of several dozen popular nonprofits.  

• Top Nonprofits - Nonprofits listed here are ranked based on their social media 

activity and overall presence on the internet.  
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Industry Publications 

Read trade magazines, newsletters, and blogs for 

event announcements.  

Local Service Organizations 

Groups like Rotary and Kiwanis welcome 

speakers, often on a weekly basis. They also 

appreciate a wide variety of topics. Contact 

chapters in your area to inquire about 

opportunities to speak at their frequently-held 

meetings.  

Chambers of Commerce 

Nearly every city has a chamber organization, 

and these groups love to welcome speakers. You 

won’t likely get paid, but you’ll have an 

opportunity to connect with your local 

community, and that can often lead to subsequent 

opportunities.  

Colleges  

Schools of all sizes welcome speakers, and often pay them.  

• For colleges, start with the Campus Activities Coordinator for the school you want to 

target. You can also contact individual department heads, such as the History 

department or Women’s studies. Don’t be afraid to get creative. Locating one good 

contact can help you get connected to another simply by asking. 

• The National Association for Campus Activities and the Association for Promotion of 

Campus Activities both hold showcase events for speakers and entertainers. 

Grade, Middle and High Schools 

For grade schools, middle schools, and high schools, contact school administrators and 

send a pitch. Hint: if you can turn your event into a school fundraiser, by offering them a 

percentage of book sales, you may have better luck getting your foot in the door. 
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Houses of Worship 

Religious institutions of all kinds welcome 

speakers with something to offer their 

congregation. For example, The Unity Church is 

known for being author/speaker-friendly. You 

can potentially tour their locations across the 

nation.  

Libraries 

Almost all libraries welcome speakers, especially 

authors who are speakers. You won’t get paid, 

but make sure you’re allowed to sell books. Start 

with your local library and collect testimonials as 

you go.  

Bookstores 

While many stores host authors for book signing 

events, you can sell far more books when you 

show up as a speaker and give the audience 

valuable information.  

Local Event Directories 

You can keep yourself busy speaking to Meetup groups in your area and beyond. Also 

search Eventbrite and Facebook Events to mine for opportunities.  

Speakers Bureaus 

Speakers bureaus connect top keynote speakers with large events, and they take a 

percentage of the speaking fee (typically 25% to 30%). Celebrities get the most action from 

bureaus because they earn top dollar and are easiest to place at events. However, if you 

have a niche topic and a lot of experience, plus some great video of you presenting, it may 

be worthwhile to pursue some bureaus. A quick Google search will show you many options. 

Follow each bureaus’ guidelines to submit your materials for consideration. See also the 

International Association of Speakers Bureaus, which offers a searchable directory to locate 

bureaus by state.  
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Specific Industries 

Consider pitching yourself as a speaker to any of the following:  

• First responders’ departments (police, fire) 

• Retirement communities 

• Real estate offices 

• Financial planning firms 

• Corporations for “lunch and learn” sessions 

• Retailers 

• Shopping malls (they NEED events to bring in people) 

• Casinos 

• Car dealerships 

• Restaurants 

• Media offices (like your local newspaper) 

• Adult learning centers 

• Parks and recreation departments 

• Military organizations 

• Hospitals and healthcare centers 

Host Your Own Events 

You can conduct seminars and workshops of any size. Hotels offer meeting space for larger 

events. For smaller events, consider hosting in a restaurant, office conference room, or rent 

out a classroom at a local college or trade school. You can locate meeting space for rent by 

the hour through Liquid Space.  
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Research Tactics 

LinkedIn 

LinkedIn is a great resource for locating key 

contacts. For example, if you know that XYZ 

company hosts an annual event, you can try 

searching LinkedIn for XYZ company + 

“meeting planner” or “event planner.” 

Oftentimes the event planner details their role 

in their LinkedIn profile.  

Networking 

Find contacts for events by attending trade 

shows, conferences, and trade association 

meetings. While you may not meet the event 

planner directly, all you need is one good 

contact within an organization. Then you can 

ask, “Hey, would you mind connecting me with 

the person who books speakers for your 

events?” 

Think about trade associations where your 

potential contacts spend their time. For 

example, if you offer presentations and programs for human resource professionals, get 

involved in the Society for Human Resource Management. If you offer programs for 

attorneys, check out the National Association of Legal Professionals. Go find your tribe and 

get involved! 

Also, join the National Speakers Association. You’ll not only develop your craft, you’ll get to 

know other speakers and you can refer business to each other. Really—this happens all the 

time with NSA members. 

Alerts 

Many organizations put out a “call for speakers” when planning events. You can often locate 

these on Twitter or via Google searches. Set up alerts on talkwalker.com/alerts, a free 

service that monitors search terms that you choose. You can also create industry-specific 

searches such as “call for speakers business” or “call for speakers healthcare.” These alerts 

monitor Google and social media so you receive immediate notification when opportunities 

become available.  
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Sign Up for Emails 

When you locate an event, association, or other potential opportunity, get on the mailing 

list so you can keep track of upcoming events.  

Direct Mail 

Don’t be afraid to mail out a speaker packet to meeting planners, CEOs and potential 

contacts you’ve identified. You can include a speaker one-sheet with a description of your 

topics, pro photos of you in action, and your contact information—including a link to your 

site where you have video clips of you speaking (these are essential for booking paid 

speaking gigs). Or, you can mail out an impressive postcard introducing yourself. You can 

purchase mailing lists through sources like InfoUSA.  

Tribe of Influence 

Who do you know that could connect you to an opportunity or introduce you to someone 

influential? You might be surprised when you stop to consider your personal tribe of 

influence. See this chart for ideas: 

 

https://nonfictionauthorsassociation.com/
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Build Your Contacts List 

It takes time to build a list of potential 

opportunities, so this should be an 

ongoing activity. Consider using a contact 

management system such as Insightly or 

Zoho CRM.  

Paid Advertisements 

Want to stand out as a speaker on niche 

topics? Consider investing in Google Ads 

to promote yourself to meeting planners 

searching for speakers. 

Social Media 

Promote your speaking topics and events via social media, and especially on LinkedIn. 

Share your speaking topics, clips of you speaking, reviews of your presentations, 

announcements about upcoming events where you’ll be appearing, etc.  

Hire a Virtual Assistant 

If all this research sounds daunting, considering hiring the research out to a qualified 

virtual assistant. We maintain a list of virtual assistants here. Also check Upwork and the 

International Virtual Assistants Association.  

Resources for Speakers 

• Toastmasters.org – Find a chapter near you to learn the craft of speaking 

professionally 

• nsaspeaker.org/ – National Speakers’ Association 

• astd.org/ – American Society for Training and Development 

• asla.com/ – American Seminar Leaders Association 

• SpeakerNetNews.com – Free newsletter with subscriber tips for speakers 

Books 

• The Wealthy Speaker by Jane Atkinson 

• Money Talks: How to Make a Million as a Speaker by Alan Weiss 

• Keynote Mastery: The Personal Journey of a Professional Speaker by Patrick 

Schwerdtfeger 

• Book More Business: Make Money Speaking by Lois Creamer 

https://nonfictionauthorsassociation.com/
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If you like this report, you’ll love  

the Nonfiction Authors Association!  
 

Member benefits include: 

• Media Leads for Authors: A round-up of podcasts, 
blogs, and other media outlets seeking guest 
contributors, delivered to your inbox every Friday 

• Weekly Educational Teleseminars: Featuring industry 
pros, plus event recordings archived for one year 

• Exclusive Content: Templates, checklists, worksheets, 
and other content released weekly  

• Private Community: Access to our active members-only Facebook group 

• Marketing Homework: Quick tips sent via email every Monday 

• Meet the Members Program: Share your book announcements with our entire 
mailing list, plus get featured on our blog and social media networks reaching 
100k+ 

• Chapter Meetings: Complimentary admission to any NFAA local chapter meeting 
across the U.S. and U.K.  

• Partner Discounts: IngramSpark, Lulu, Findaway Voices, Office Depot, PR 
Newswire, ProfNet, Foreword Reviews, and more 

• Member Discounts: Save on the Nonfiction Book Awards, Nonfiction Writers 
Conference events, online courses and our exclusive Author Toolkits 

 

You don’t have to be alone on your author journey.  
Our supportive community can help you navigate the confusing  

world of publishing and achieve your biggest goals.  

Join the Nonfiction Authors Association! 

https://NonfictionAuthorsAssociation.com/join 
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