10 Ways Your Career Center Can
Afford a National Speaker
(even if they seem totally out of reach)
The thought of booking a national speaker or author, for many career centers, seems
completely out of reach. With budgets being tight, getting a quality subject matter expert
can appear prohibitive. But, in reality, there are several ways that you can mitigate the
costs - sometimes, entirely.
As a national speaker who works with schools all the time, I’ve compiled some
suggestions for you that have worked for me and the schools I work with. Although these
suggestions may be more involved than just writing a check, like many big schools can
do, the benefits are huge.
The benefits of having a national speaker or author at a career center event include:
• better attended events
• significant increase in the number of unique visits to your center
• bigger impact on the levels motivation and results in job search

1. Co-sponsor an Event with Student Activities
Depending on how your school is organized, your Student Activities office is going to
have a small portion of their budget allocated to hiring outside speakers. Oh, and that
“small” budget allocation is probably more than enough to help you mitigate the cost of a
speaking. Collaborating with Student Activities try to find a way to appeal to their needs.
Though you may want the speaker for their involvement with career related issues, SAO
may want to appeal to trends in the student population. If you can downplay the career
aspect of the speaker and upplay the other aspects, your SAO office may be more
willing to partner with you. For example, I speak on helping job seekers use social
media...you might pitch that as... “Wow, there’s this really great social media speaker!”

2. Find a Local business to sponsor you
When USC wanted to have me give a talk on campus, they weren’t prepared for to pay a
speaker’s fee. So they worked with a local credit union to fund parts of the event. This
was great community exposure for the bank, who can write the expense off at the end of
the year. Plus it makes them look like heroes. USC benefited by having a national author
come in, and they packed the room to capacity.
Credit unions are a great place to start when looking for sponsors. Any business that
values community involvement will have some money allocated each year, money that
you are eligible for. If one sponsor isn’t enough, consider breaking your budget into
chunks and doling them out.
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In exchange, most sponsors will only ask for their logo to appear somewhere in the
event. At USC, it was on my title slide and that was it.

3. Offer to Pitch the Speaker to the Media
Speakers want, no, need exposure. And while we’re on the topic of media exposure, I’m
sure your career center would want some too. For speakers, it helps their business grow
when they can appear on the news as an expert in their field. For your center, it drives
enrollment and interest in your services. Offering to help a speaker gain exposure
through their talk on your campus is a win-win.
I agreed to speak for a reduced fee at Portland Community College this year because
the coordinator got a local reporter to interview me about my book. It would have cost
me much more than my discount to hire a PR firm who can only promise a chance of
media exposure. The interview helped me sell books and I can keep the footage for my
press kit.

4. Organize a Train-the-Trainer with Your Consortium
Most speakers will charge between $5,000 $10,000 for half-day trainings at professional
associations. Most consortiums have between 15-40 members (that’s what makes it a
consortium!). For a single institution, $5,000 can be a steep fee. But when 20 members
pay only $250 for professional development, then the cost of the learning is cheap.
Especially if you can add CEU credits to the event.
If you’re a member of a consortium, your job will be to call each member and get their
buy-in. Typically, a consortium member would have to take initiative in such an event. I
was speaking with a school in Iowa who wasn’t able to afford my fee. So they contacted
all 30 members of their career professional’s consortium and got 20 schools to agree to
share the fee. It took him a week to set it up, but he managed to organize a great event
for himself and his colleagues.
Since training is only a half-day, and the speaker is getting a proper fee, why not ask
them to stick around for a quick afternoon keynote with your students-- at a steep
discount of course. Give them an energy drink if they’re tired!

5. Convince Your President You Need a Senior Day
Part of the reason why you may be having trouble getting budget for a speaker is
because you might not have an annual speaking event which requires that level of cash,
let’s call it a Senior Day. A Senior Day is a full Saturday in January or February adorned
with national career speakers, workshops, resume writing and fire tossing. The key is
that it happens every year so that the budget is simply maintained.
The hard part, as I’m sure you’ve picked up on, is starting an annual Senior Day in the
first place. From my experience, it would seem that approval for such a shindig would
have to come from high-up, like the president of the college. And what does the
president of the college care about? Fund raising! Your Senior Day could have big
results for the college as it represents a major benchmark in the institution’s success,
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especially when you can measure improvements in hiring and who recruits from your
university.
If schools are often ranked by how well their students place jobs, and rankings affect
how much money the school can charge for tuition, and better job programs help the
president raise even more money from alumni, then I think you have a clincher.

6. Negotiate on their terms
A speaker is a small business owner. They are certainly passionate about their
message. But they also worry quite a bit about growing their business. If you keep their
interests in mind, when you are negotiating fees, you might come up with some pretty
creative ideas.
As a speaker who doesn’t mind negotiating my fee (for mutual benefit), here are some
things you can offer me that would cause me to lower my fee. And again, these are all
non-monetary things you can offer a speaker which have tremendous value to growing
their business:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Offer to videotape the event (use free student labor)
Pay in full, cash flow is always a worry for small businesses
Make 3 referrals to other schools, set up a conference call
Provide a link from the college’s website to their website
Allow them to sell their books at the back of the room
Offer to film or write a compelling testimonial after the event

7. Partner with Other Area Schools
It only takes one round trip ticket for a speaker to come to your city. If they visit several
schools, then those travel costs are cut into thirds. Every speaker dreams of only having
to make one trip to get to several gigs. Make their dream come true. See if other schools
in your area (ones that your football team doesn’t rival of course) would be willing and
able to co-host. If they can’t afford it, send them a copy of this document. But you might
ask the speaker to offer each school on their tour of your city a discount for the
opportunity costs they are saving.

8. Require the Speaker’s Book in Class
If you want a speaker who writes about leadership and they have a book about it, see if
there is a class that could use the book in their syllabus. There is no greater flattery for
an author than when an academic institution requires their students to read their book.
Not only is it a living testimony of the quality of the material, but also ensures annual
book sales and more than just ramen noodles to eat while they write their next best
seller.
The cool part is when you tell the professor that the author of the book they use would
like to speak with the class. Now you have the department’s budget helping to pay for
your speaker!
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9. See if the Speaker will be in Your City Anyway
I live in Portland, OR. When I speak with schools on the east coast, they sometimes ask
me, “Do you ever come back east?” Lucky for them, I do! I’m from Rhode Island and
often visit my family in New England. This question shows me that this person intuitively
gets how to negotiate with a speaker. You see, if I’m visiting my elderly grandmother in
January, I might as well take a train to NYC and visit a few ivy leagues!
Next time you are on the phone with a speaker, ask them, “So, do you ever come to
town?” You might just get lucky.

10. Charge an Entrance Fee
The drawback to charging an entrance fee is that fewer people will show up to your
event. However, the people who do show up will probably be the more committed and
engaged. The fee, of course, will only offset the speaker’s entire fee. But if you are
cramming great programming into a limited budget, you must do something different. As
a speaker, I’d rather have a smaller yet engaged audience than a larger disinterested
audience.
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