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Hospitality Front & Center

By Alex Yevelev & Doris Hisey

ark Casaburi stepped out

of his car at a posh party
and found himself surrounded by
Secret Service agents.

Casaburi is neither a wanted
terrorist nor a traitorous double
agent. He is president of New York-
based At Your Service Staffing Inc.,
a high-end hospitality staffing firm
that contracts with off-premise
caterers, country clubs and private
house parties in the Hamptons.

Ar Your Service was providing the
waiters for a pary arended by former
I.If\'.'.'ill.‘lf_'lﬂ ii:l” {:Ii]:ll!.:lll Al Chee II':"TII!.' 1:'"‘
scrors Alec Baldwin and Kim Basinger,
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screened by the President’s securiny.
Mevertheless, the Secret Service was
taking no chances.
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arous and enticing, bur there are down-
to-earth consideranions chat loom for
anyone comiemplating 3 move into the
hospitality staffing niche.
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“Clients want people who are skilled, dependable,
professional, punctual and trustworthy. Our industry
is not simply about a skill focus; it’s about
providing our clients with the complete package.”

Playing the Field

Joan Loken, director of operations
ar Denver CO-based Hospirality
Personnel Services, advises staffing
companies considering raking the leap
into this niche 1o stop and think alwmae
the rype of marker they wanr to serve.
She explains that there are two sides w
the hospitality sraffing coin. A firm
can supply low-end employees such as
bushovs and dishwashers, or it can ope
to play on the high-end side of the
field, where the numbsers are small and
whar really counes is the qualicy of the
emplovees. High-end hospirality
statfing firms place bartenders, waiters,
event capraina’coordinators, butlers and
house managers. “From my experience,”
Loken rermarks, “it is much mome
rewarding o be a quality provider, bur
alsa mueh more diffieule,”

How difficule? As in all highly
specialized niches, the most acute
problem these providers cire is the lack
ot quality applicants. Loken finds this
a challenge and says that because her
company is a qualicy provider it has wo
do extensive screening o find the best
people. Recruiring really ounranding
people, she says, is an uphill bartle,

For thar reason, many firms are
finding it easier these days 1o concen-
trate on the low end of the marker.

Bur Casaburi, who has been run-
ning his company for 16 vears, strongly
advocates tuking the r|_1:r|'|il;:,.' read, He
explains char “unlike the big narionals,
who simply turn out a high volume of
people ar low marging,™ hospiralicy
Ffirms cannot play that game. "When
COMPETiTon come into our marker,
many of them just don't get it,”

Casabun savs, “You can't just throw
hodies out there,”

Casaburi believes thar many hospi-
raliry staffing firms err by sending
emplovess our withour much screen-
ing: they don't go beyond recruiting
pecple with the minimum necessary
shills. IF 2 waiter can carry a tray, many
companies will send thar wairer to a
client without hesitation, “From my
experience,” Casabun says, “clients
don’t want robots = they want people
who are shilled, dependable, profes-
stonal, puncrual and trustworthy, Chur
]I'Hjll.'i"’_!.' FIR I Te L simph.' about a skill
focus; it's abour providing our clients
with the complete package.”

Bur the complere package is a
rare bird,

Par MeGinley is president of
Atlanta-hased Hospiraliry Szaffing
Solutions, LLC, which serves hotels,
resorts and casinos through offices in
four states, He = he sees clients
requesting higher-level candidares,
even in lower-end hospiralicy statfing,

Oine of his biggest problems, he
says, 15 thar many Latin American
.:p]:ti-::nl.:. [present false documenta-
teon. His company is [-9 compliane
and receives a large number of Lacn
American applicants for many of the
low-end statfing positions. Sometimes,
even after thoroughly checking all the
paperwork, his fiem discovers lager
om thar people are illegal aliens,

MeGinley saya.

Downturn

According to the Burean of Labor
Statistics, by 2008, there will be
approximarely 3,850,000 hospiralicy
johs available in the United States,

Thar’s a big market. In 1999 and
2000, the hospitality staffing niche
seemed wide open. In 1999, mare than
313,000 jobs in the indusory went
unfilled. In 2000, that figure was esti-
mared ar 375,000 jobs,

But the recession mired many
providers in this niche.

Loken'’s Hospiraliry Personnel
Services felr the crunch. Ln 20060, its
revenues were roughly 51,2 million -
2 15% increase from 1999 figures,
Bur in 2001 v did juse slightly over
£1 millicn — 17%% less, Loken SAYE the
company took guire a hir because her
clients are mainly corporations (for
corporate dining rooms), and as they
expenenced slowdowns and scaled
back their staffs, demanad for her per-
sonnel eroded. Bur she is philosophical
about the :ﬂun:p. "ﬁ.r:tuuﬂ:r', the very
rapid growth in 19949 had made me
I'I.t!n"l:il:l!'i.r siﬂ:' SV, ‘] l.iil."l'ﬁ: Think i.'[
was sustainable.”

McGinley agrees thac this niche
saw the downturn coming. His firm
suffered a significant slowdown in carly
2001, “A year cardier, [ could pick up
the phone and ger a deal — and I'm
talking about $2 million,” he says,
“Thar’s how fast we could grow.” Sepr.
11 was just the catalyst for the drop,
he says, “When you're in an industey
that’s been perting 10% w 40%
growth annually, there has to be an
adjustment somenme,” When business
plummeted by 50% in the 60 days just
after Sepr. 11, McGinley responded
by marketing aggressively and taking
a much more proactive approach 1w
getting new business — and it worked.
By February 2002, revenue was back
o mormal, and in June it was ar 1509



“Having the right skill is one thing, but this field is
really demanding. It takes special people to deal with
a nervous bride at a wedding or to appease a finicky

caterer who is running a multi-million dollar event.”

of Scpt. 9, 2001, levels. “We've gone past it pretey quickly.”
he says. “As far as [owr part of] the staffing industry goes,
irs as pood as it pes right now.”

Stephen DeLegal, co-founder of Port Charlotee FL-
based HospitalinySeaff, repors char his firm was hic by a
double whammy last vear, when Houston's economy wene
spurh and Detroit auromakers cut back on their corporate
dining services, one of Hospitality5taff's major lines of busi-
ness. Whar kept the firm alive was closing two offices in
those areas and being debe-free. Now, “The military bases
[where the firm supplies food service personnel for conrrac-
tors) are big,™ he says. For example, his firm will supply 40
people, 40 hours a week for a year to a shipyard where an
aircraft carrier will e |:.!-|,:r|1.i|'|gF in for overhaul, and |!I.-|‘.|£'].'|i|!:JJi-
ry staff will necd o serve 60,000 people.

Casabun knocks on wood as he says thar the economic
dowdown hasn't hit his business very hand. Demand stalled
for abour a monch after Sepr. 11, bur Ar Your Service ended
the year abourt the same as 2000, "We're different from a lot
of other firms because of the location we serve,” he sy,
*Economic slowdown or not, people are still chrowing par-
tics in the Hamprons.” And since At Your Service staffed
the LL5. Open golf tournament and the Belmont Stakes
this year in addirion wo private parries, Casaburi expects a
fine 2002,

Recruiting and Screening are Crucial

Clients have o feel comforrable inviring someone into
their homes, That means that recruiters have w find, test
and trust the people they place,

DreLegal soresses the impomance of responsibility in the
hospitality niche. “If vou're placing a sccretary, that person
EOEs from Vot the client.” he :.'I-:p|.:|il:|s, “but when you
place people in this niche, they go o your clients client.
It vou send the wrong people, you can cose your client a
$100,000 coneract.” He and others in the industry agree
thar hospitality is a niche thar demands much more truse
and more personal contact than staffing in general.

Whar does that spell for traditional recruiting venues?

Loken declares thar although she does a bor of advertising, i
doesnt produce more than seven percent of her applicants.
Her bess recruiting venue is referrals from her recruits, she sy,
Casaburi gays he too finds many of his best people
through refereals from employess. Other recruiting venues
dont even come close o the same resules, he says,
Nmpﬂpt:r :u;]'.n::rtixing I:l-ri:ngx in F| hig]'l '.n:_:ulume -nl!' =pp|i.1.'.a:|1r_'5.
bur because the number of people who march his criveria is
wery small, Casaburi ends up placing few of those applicants.
As for bringing in new business, referrals from existing
clients seems to be the best way 1o do char, oo, McGinley
leans toward a grassroors approach: pounding the pavement,
shaking a lot of hands, and relying on his reputation to get
pood referrals,

Weekend Warriors

Making a debut into the hospitality niche is not easy.
McGinley warns thar markups are a lot lower than firms could
earn in industrial staffing, His gross margins, depending on
the client, L]'pi:.'.:"}" range from 200G po 3059,

According to HospitaliggStaff's Delegal, many companies
that try to enter the business don't understand how different
the haspitality niche is from other rypes of staffing. “We're
in 2 segment of the industry where you have to have people
available every weekend, every holiday,” he explains, “But a
||:_:|I: |'_|-=|'-J_1mpi|: w!'il:l dre 1:|n|:-un|i|iu.l' 1Jri1|1 l]:lit 1:||.L-:ir|¢_'iﬂ Hiy u:rr:d
to going home on Friday afternoons, Try relling them thar
thar’s the kind of commitment they have 1o make, and cheir
I":PE_:F is "Oh po, we don't want o do thae™

Ohthers arrest to how crucial weekends are in the hospimaline
niche, McGinkey estimares thar 75% of his business is done on
weekends. Casaburi's estimare is even higher, at 85%.

The Right Stuff

At Your Service runs a program to guide employess
through all aspects of an event, from setup w serving o
cleanup. Casabun emphasizes client service and tries to ensure

that all his personnel go out to clients with the rghe attinade.
“The people vou place are going 1o end up directly in



“At Your Service runs a program to guide employees
through all aspects of an event, from set-up to clean-up.”

the public eye,” Casaburi caurions, “and they can either
build or break your reputation.” He believes that firms
in this niche not only have ro find the nghe people
{ peaple he describes as having a “service heart ™), bur thar
they also should spare no expense in performing thorough
reference checks and being responsible for training the
workers they send our. He advises every hospiralicy staffing
firm to institute a taining program,

Delegal agrees. He feels thar being honest with clienrs
and doing your professional best is fundamental in chis
business, and thar includes screening applicants,

testing them, training them, and checking and rechecking
thar they can indeed do whar you need them o do.

What's the number one thing Delegal looks for?
“Experience? No. The most important thing in this business
15 attirude,” he asserts. “Go after people with che righe ari-
tude; then you can train them in the skills,”

Casaburi points our thar employess also must have the
confidence to handle difficulr situations. "Having the right
skills is one thing, but this fieh is really demanding. It takes
special people to deal wich a nervous bride ar a wedding or
to appease a finicky carerer who is running a muld-million
dollar event.”

Jacqueline Conre, general manager of Culebra Puerio
Rico-based RaJa Hospitality Services, acknowledpes thar
when agencies are starting out, mistakes are inevitable, Bue,
she says, they can be a lot less frequent and a lor less cosdy if
vou talk o other people in the indwstry. Communication is
the key in suaffing, she says; its crucial wo wlk o peers and
find our what's worked for them and whar hasn't. Even so,
McGinley wamns, *Be prepared 1o make a lor of mistakes.”

It all depends on choosing the right people, screening
them carefully and training them o provide exquisice service,

“Hospitable people is what we sell,” Dielegal savs — “hos-

pitable, happy people. In most markers, we stay away from
circuir people and get fresh blood with a good attitude, then
we train them while they sull have a sparkle in their eye.”

The Rewards

The difficulties are plentiful. Whar are the perks? The
consensus among the people 57 Revdew spoke with is thar
the hospirality staffing niche is fulfilling precisely because
the work is so people-onenced.

McGinley says his business is very rewarding tor hath
himself and his employees. He offers good benefits and is
very employee-oriented, he says.
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husiness. He particularly enjoys staffing special evens.
“When our clients call us, usually something really exciting
is going on,” he says. ... races, concerts, foothall games,
tourmaments, We can get people really hyped up o work
there.” HospitalityStaff has helped staff Narional League
bascball championships, MASCAR and the Olympics.

In addition to contract work Casaburt’s At Your Service
is involved in permanent placement of butlers and
housekeepers in private homes (although char parr of the
business has been very slow for the last year).He explains thar
well-qualified applicants come to him afier having worked
for a very difficule family, and he finds it extremely rewarding
to be able o place them with a family thar iz kind and
treats them with respect. “We've had applicants call us back
in tears and tefl us thar we've changed their lives.” he says
proudly. “That’s a grear feeling!”

Loken abso enjoys playing marchmaker. She finds ir very
satisfying o creare a perfect march, “When the client gives us
pasitive feedback abour the employee, and the employee really
:l'lil'.l}'.'i. '-l.'ul'k.il'Lg for the client, we koow we've succeeded,” s



