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PETER SHEAHAN, 
SPEAKER, AUTHOR  
AND A "CEO IN THE 
TRENCHES"

 The more 
I meet my 
clients' 
outcomes, 
the more 
work I get.
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Before Peter Sheahan 
became an entrepreneur 
and a thought leader on 
innovation, the young 
Australian ran a success-
ful bar in Australia. And 

he observed that the 
people he hired 

had no idea 
about employer 
expectations.

“I thought, 
‘Wouldn’t it be 
great to go into 
high schools and 

talk to students 
about how to make 

the transition from school to 
work?’” He did just that, and as 

a young person who had excelled in 

school, he was able to connect with 
the students, and schools continued to 
hire him.

Four years into the endeavor, which 
had him doing upward of 400 work-
shops a year, he realized something: 
It wasn’t just the students who were 
struggling with change.

“It became clear to me that compa-
nies were also struggling with change,” 
he says. “Companies have to adapt as 
well—it comes down to the ability to 
attract and retain the best talent.”

By the time Sheahan began working 
with companies, he already had plenty 
of experience on the platform. Soon, 
he built up his client base and gained 
a breadth of experience in a variety 
of industries, including banking, retail 
and even military.

ING

FOR PETER SHEAHAN, SMART BUSINESS IS ABOUT BALANCING 

PRIORITIES. HERE ARE SIX SECRETS TO HIS SUCCESS.

BY STEPHANIE R. CONNER

ACT
BALANCING
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By age 30 (he turns 31 in March), 
he had already established two inter-
national multimillion-dollar consulting 
!"#$%&$'()#*+),"&%%'*)-.')/001(2)3*)#)

down economy, Sheahan’s 
speaking 
engagements 
and revenues  
are up. 

So, how 
does he do it?

First, he has 
a product his 
clients want. 
But beyond that, 
Sheahan’s success 
is tied to smart 

business. Here are six things Sheahan has 
done to become one of the most sought-
after speakers in the country.

1. “I’M A CEO IN THE TRENCHES.”
“I’m a CEO in the trenches,” Sheahan 
says. “Clients repeatedly say that’s one 
reason they selected me.”

Sheahan isn’t just running a speak-
ing business. He runs a company called 
ChangeLabs, which develops large-scale 
behavior change programs for companies 
such as Apple and IBM around the globe.
43)$#*)%#51)-"(%)6#*+)#/07%),6#%)&%8()

like to lead people in multi-functions 
around the world—it’s my daily reality,” 
he adds.
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The advantage, he explains, is  
that his clients know he’s not just  
tap dancing, but that he is a busi-
nessman who shares many of their 
experiences. Like the members of his 
audience, he too is navigating a con-
stantly evolving environment.

“It’s what makes me a successful 
speaker,” says Sheahan, who does about 
120 presentations a year. “Running a 
company today is very different than 
running a company even in 2005. Clients 
want real and recent experience.”

 
2. ALIGN, ALIGN, ALIGN.
For speakers who are trying to hold 
down the fort as owner and chief 

executive of a business, plus write books 
and do speaking engagements (which 
09%'*):'#*()%"#.'5&*;<=)-*+&*;)/#5#*$')
can be a challenge.

 Sheahan, who set up his U.S. base in 
Colorado, acknowledges that he doesn’t 
6#.')&%)#55)-;7"'+)07%2

“It’s bloody hard,” he says. “It’s my 
wife’s birthday, and I’m in an airport.”

But there are ways to balance the 
various aspects of your professional life.

“One of the ways you can balance it 
#55)&()%0)%">)%0)-*+)#5&;*:'*%),&%6),6#%)
you do as a speaker and what you do as a 
CEO,” Sheahan says.

The work he does with clients and 
the research that goes into his speaking 
engagements give him ideas for his books, 
for example.

And while he says 80 percent  
of his speaking clients have no need  
for ChangeLabs, some speaking  
engagements can turn into long-term 
client relationships. 

When an audience member saw him 
speak as one panelist in a group, Sheahan 
was asked to do a short video.

“What started as a video became a 
keynote, and the keynote became a rede-
sign of a global program to develop the 
careers of their high-potential staff,” he 
says. “Now I work with them on every 
continent. That is alignment.”

Because his speaking, his writing and 
his company all revolve around behav-
ior change, Sheahan is able to continually 
build his knowledge base and experience 
and use it for the next big project.

“Having a strong alignment between 
my company and my speaking makes 
things a lot simpler,” he says.

3. CHOOSE YOUR OBJECTIVES 
CAREFULLY.
While some speakers may consider their 
speaking as an opportunity to sell books 
or drive future business, Sheahan says 
that’s never the objective of a speech.

“My objectives are whatever the cli-
ent’s objectives are—which might not 

be what the audience’s objectives are,” 
he says.

He focuses his time and attention  
on understanding each client’s individ-
ual needs. 

“I hate signature stories,” he says. 
“First of all, if you’re telling a story 
so often that it becomes your signa-
ture story, you need to get a new story. 
Plus, to try to shoehorn my ‘signature’ 
stories or content into a speech would 
be about serving my own needs, rather 
than the client’s.”

That doesn’t mean you can’t be funny 
or entertaining, Sheahan says—after all, 
that’s often the expectation and objec-
tive too. But anecdotes and jokes should 
be in the context of your topic.

Once he secures a meeting with a pros-
pect, Sheahan estimates he’s able to close 
the deal 90 to 95 percent of the time. 

“It’s because I’m not saying, ‘Here’s 
my view of the world.’ Instead, I’m 
asking, ‘What’s your view of the world?’”

He recalls a sales call where he lis-
tened for 28 minutes—and spoke for 
just one. 

“ONE OF THE WAYS YOU CAN BALANCE 

IT ALL IS TO TRY TO FIND ALIGNMENT 

WITH WHAT YOU DO AS A SPEAKER 

AND WHAT YOU DO AS A CEO.”
IN A DOWN ECONOMY, 

SHEAHAN’S BOOKINGS AND 

REVENUES ARE UP.
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He got the job. 
And while he has gotten leads—and, 

ultimately, new clients—from doing 
presentations, he says that’s not the 
objective of any speech. 

“The more I meet my clients’ out-
comes, the more work I get,” he says.

4. DO THE WORK.
“My objective is the client’s objective,” 
Sheahan reiterates. “That means a lot of 
extra work, to be frank.”

Sheahan says he’s often surprised by 
how little research and customization 
many speakers do.

“If you were talking to one of my 
clients, they would say the No. 1 
reason they book me is the research I 
do,” he says.

Research is so important, in fact, that 
even before he hired marketers in his 
business, Sheahan hired researchers.

Sometimes, he adds, it’s a matter 
of asking your client for research they 
have—and knowing what to ask for.

“They might put it together for me 
because what would take me 50 hours 
takes them one,” he says, adding that 
it’s his responsibility to review it thor-
oughly, make sense of it, ask smart 
?7'(%&0*()&*)/"&'-*;()#*+)%6'*)#!!5>)&%)
to his presentation.

Because he keeps up on industry 
trends, understands business in general 
and has spent hours getting to know the 
details of his client’s business, Sheahan is 
able to integrate his messages of change 
and innovation into a presentation tai-
50"'+)(!'$&-$#55>)90")0*')/7(&*'((2

“I’m going to talk about their brand 
and how they can drive change in their 
marketplace—not generically how to 
drive change in a marketplace,” he says.

5. DELIVER GREAT SERVICE.
Sheahan says he isn’t interested in 
nickel-and-diming clients. The goal is 
to make sure the client’s objective is 
met. Sometimes that means going with 
%6')@0,2

For example, after pricing a speech, 
he might work with the client and rec-
ommend that a breakout session would 
be more appropriate to meet their 
objectives.

“When they ask, ‘How much extra?’ I 
say, ‘None.’”

He knows some speakers might scoff, 
but says that as long as he can still catch 
6&()!5#*'=)&%8()-*')/>)6&:2)A07*%&*;)%6')
dollars at a micro-level, he says, is small-
minded. It’s important to see the bigger 
picture: Every breakout, every speech 
should be customized and well researched 
so that you can deliver on your promise. 

He also believes in serving the bureaus 
that represent you. When he recently 
received a call from a bureau that wanted 
to promote him, he offered to do a 
custom video for the bureau’s website. 
The representatives were surprised he’d 
take the time.

“Treat your bureaus well, respect their 
relationships with clients, and help build 
their brand rather than your own,” he 
advises. “I get at least one call a week 
from a bureau wanting to represent me.

“The great delusion we have as speak-
ers is that the client is our client,” he 
continues. “Some bureaus have been 
working with the same client for 20 
years. It is their client, and you should 
respect it as such. Our real client is the 
/7"'#7)&%('59BC

6. DO THE THINGS  
THAT MATTER. 
When trying to balance all the facets 
of his life, Sheahan focuses on tasks 
that add value. As their business grows, 
some people will need to hire staff and 
delegate tasks. Sheahan has 50 employ-
ees around the world.

“I just do the stuff that matters,” he 
says. “That’s how I stay sane.”

For example, that might mean writing 
fewer blog posts and not constantly 
updating his Facebook status.

“I think people spend a lot of 
time doing things that add no value,” 
Sheahan says. “In the time you spend 
writing blog posts, you could write a 
book—a good one.”

Sometimes, he acknowledges, his 
own team gets frustrated with his lack of 
focus on certain details.

“Instead of updating my Facebook 
status, I’ll send an industry overview 
and a synopsis of my experience for a 
bureau that just placed a hold, and close 
a $20,000 speech.”

He knows some speakers have found 
success using Twitter and Facebook, but 
for him, every day presents the Choice 
of Two Goods.

“There might be two good things you 
can do,” he says. “So, you choose the 
better good of the two.”

As he goes about choosing the better 
good for 2011, Sheahan is focused on 
expanding ChangeLabs’ client base and 
writing a new book. His most recent 
book, Making It Happen, will be avail-
able in the United States in March. 
But he’s not worrying just about that. 
Instead, he’s heeding his own advice: 
“Do the things that actually grow your 
business and nothing else.” 

He is writing his next book already.

Stephanie R. Conner is a 

professional writer and editor 

based in Phoenix. She can be 

reached at Stephanie@

TheActiveVoice.com.

“I JUST DO THE STUFF THAT MATTERS. 

THAT’S HOW I STAY SANE.”


