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One Sweet Deal 
How two dedicated third parties pulled off a $150 million 
job of epic proportions for the new Transportation Security 
Administration — with a lot of help from their friends 

 

  
“When Debra first called me, all she said was, ‘David, I’m going to need 
a lot of your help. Get ready to go,’” recalls HelmsBriscoe ’s David 
Gallagher. Thus began a frenzied yearlong partnership with Debra Herbst 
of Pearson Government Solutions. 
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On Feb. 25, 2002, one phone call set into motion a chain of events 
unprecedented in the hospitality industry. Over the next nine months, 
that initial communication would be responsible for the booking of 
some 400,000 room nights to the tune of $30 million in revenue. 
Moreover, it ultimately kept thousands of hotel workers employed at 
a time that later would be termed the worst performance period for 
lodging on record. 

Not incidentally, the call also kicked off the process of hiring a new 
workforce of federal baggage screeners to be deployed at the 
country’s 429 commercial airports.  

It was Debra Herbst, a Phoenix-based program manager for Pearson 
Government Solutions, who answered the call that February 
morning. A planner with 10 years experience, most of it handling 
events for federal agencies, Herbst learned her company had just 
been awarded a $150 million contract by the Transportation Security 
Administration.  

Created in the aftermath of 9/11, the TSA’s mission was to fulfill the 



terms of the Aviation and Transportation Security Act, which 
required the selection, training and deployment of a new corps of 
federal screeners. And it all had to be executed by Nov. 19, 2002, 
exactly one year after congressional passage of the measure.  

Still in its infancy, the TSA had neither the manpower nor the 
physical resources to accomplish its mission. What it did have, 
however, was a substantial budget. The agency quickly contracted 
with NCS Pearson Inc., the Arlington, Va.-based parent of Herbst ’s 
company, to handle the applicant recruitment, assessment and 
selection portion for this massive nationwide project.  

“My superiors said, ‘Deb, we just won this great contract. You’ll 
probably need to find a few hotels for it. Why don’t you come to the 
kickoff meeting in D.C.?’” says Herbst. She caught a flight out that 
afternoon — and stayed for a year. Says Herbst, “I got there and 
never left.”  

Assembling a team 
When Herbst left the initial meeting in D.C., she had a new 
assignment. While her colleagues at Pearson began to develop 
national application testing and screening standards for the hiring 
process, she was charged with finding testing sites around the 
country where that process could be conducted.  

Herbst had to find hotels — nearly 200 of them in the course of the 
project — willing to commit significant numbers of rooms at 
government per-diem rates, often with just a few days’ notice. They 
also had to be willing to provide extensive use of meeting space 
while getting little in the way of food and beverage revenue. What 
kind of property, wondered Herbst, would accept such conditions? 
Three days after arriving in D.C., she decided to place a call of her 
own. Enter HelmsBriscoe, a well-known Scottsdale, Ariz.-based site 
selection company.  

“I knew I had to outsource and that I needed a company with strong 
hotel relationships,” says Herbst. “I thought if anyone could pull in 
favors and beg and scream for us, it would be HelmsBriscoe.”  

“When Debra first called, all she said was, ‘David, I am going to 
need a lot of your help. Get ready to go,’” recalls David Gallagher, a 
San Diego-based regional manager for HelmsBriscoe who had 
worked with Herbst before. “Later, I was really hit by the magnitude 
of her trust in us to accomplish the task. It was huge.”  

Indeed, Gallagher quickly realized the TSA contract spelled the 
opportunity of a lifetime. But he knew he couldn’t call hundreds of 
hotels himself. An all-points bulletin was sent to the company’s 450 
sales associates, asking for help. Those who agreed to sign on were 
warned their personal commitment would be significant.  
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“We formed 40 of our people into eight-person teams working 14- to 
18-hour shifts, seven days a week,” says Roger Helms, chief 
executive officer and president of HelmsBriscoe. Teams were 
staggered to work every other week to avoid employee burnout. 
“Those people lived and breathed that project. They had no time to 
give to anything else,” notes Helms.  

Recruitment begins 
In late June 2002, after months of planning, Herbst and Gallagher 
rolled out the first three TSA events. At properties in Chicago, Los 
Angeles and Nashville, hundreds of employment recruiters were 
hired and formed into mobile teams. They would be responsible for 
assessing and testing the hundreds of thousands of applicants 
applying to be part of the new airport workforce.  

The recruiters would spend the next five months criss-crossing the 
country, hopscotching from one hotel testing site to another to screen 
applicants. From Nome, Alaska, to Key West, Fla., and even the 
U.S. territory of Guam in the Western Pacific — the screenings took 
place at a feverish pace.  

No-nonsense RFPs 
The logistics of the effort were made even more complicated by the 
last-minute nature of the TSA’s directives. In fact, Herbst rarely got 
more than one week’s notice from the federal agency of where a 
given team of recruiters had to be next. “And there we were, finding 
rooms for 25 teams a week, all over the country,” says the planner. 
But she and Gallagher had expected to be under the gun, and they 
were prepared.  

In the months before recruiting began, the project partners devised a 
request for proposal template to roll out when the go-ahead came. Its 
requirements were simple: Hotels must be within two hours’ driving 
distance of an airport. All dates are final. There is no room for 
negotiation. The hotel that meets the requirements and responds first 
is the one that gets the contract.  

Finding space quickly meant resorting to unusual tactics, such as 
tracking down general managers at their homes on a Sunday and 
pleading for space.  

“A day after we nailed an RFP, recruiters were hopping on planes to 
head for that destination. That’s how fast things were moving,” says 
Sandy DiMinno, a San Diego-based regional vice president at 
HelmsBriscoe, who worked with Gallagher in directing the teams. 
“There were times we had people checking into hotels, and the hotel 
contract had not been signed yet.”  

In some cases, recruiters arrived at a hotel even before reception had 
been given a rooming list. Recalls Michael Gallo, senior account 



executive with the Marriott Marquis in New York City, “People 
were just walking in and saying, ‘Hi, we’re with the TSA. ’”  

At the peak of the project, about 24 different hotel contracts were 
going out every week. Together, Herbst and Gallagher designed a 
Web site to keep the myriad of players in the loop. As destinations 
were approved and hotels and dates determined, all of the relevant 
details were posted.  

An unpredictable client 
While many properties initially were slow to understand the nature 
of the TSA beast, that soon changed. Battling low occupancies and a 
drought of corporate business, sharp-eyed hoteliers recognized there 
was profit to be made in this generous slice of government business, 
and their sales teams slipped quickly into high gear. “We had hotels 
calling us on our press line all day asking how they could get 
involved,” says Heather Rosenker, a TSA spokesperson.  

Speed was of the essence. “We lost an opportunity by 37 minutes,” 
recalls Mike Beardsley, senior vice president of field sales for the 
U.S. and Canada at Washington, D.C. -based Marriott International. 
“The general manager was not too happy. You can bet we didn’t let 
that happen again.”  

At New York’s Marriott Marquis, 120 rooms on two floors became a 
TSA outpost for five months straight. Half were used as sleeping 
rooms for recruiters and other personnel; the remainder were turned 
into doctors’ offices, where assembly-line physicals were 
administered to applicants for the screener positions.  

A number of hotels that signed on to the TSA project found 
themselves housing groups for weeks, sometimes months, beyond 
the original dates, often with no more than a few minutes’ extension 
notice. Juggling meeting space was honed to a new art.  

“On several occasions we had to work around previous 
commitments,” says Tom Faust, vice president of sales and 
marketing at the Wyndham Anatole in Dallas, where one TSA group 
extended their stay so many times, they ultimately racked up 13,000 
room nights. “We changed their meeting location four times, based 
on the extension of the program and the need to work around other 
clients,” Faust adds. The hotel’s flexibility paid off: The group’s 
master account, when they finally checked out, totaled $1.6 million.  

At the Sheraton Molokai Lodge & Beach Village in Molokai, 
Hawaii, accommodating one TSA group’s extension meant housing 
them temporarily in the hotel’s solar-powered, bare-bones 
bungalows for seven days, since the main building was completely 
sold out. “The sales manager took a chartered plane to the Big Island 
just to pick up things like alarm clocks for us, because the 
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bungalows had none, ” says Herbst.  

Lessons learned 
While the TSA project injected a welcome infusion of revenue into 
the hotel industry, properties learned firsthand that government 
business is a different animal. For example, the government takes 
time to settle its accounts. Four months after some groups had 
departed, hotels were still waiting to be paid.  

“We are protecting the taxpayer’s dollars, so we are diligent about 
monitoring expenses,” says the TSA’s Rosenker. “We needed 
documentation for everything.”  

The documentation for New York’s Marriott Marquis alone would 
have filled a small U-Haul truck. In fact, the TSA group so taxed the 
hotel’s accounting system, the controller personally became 
involved. “And he never gets involved with the end user,” notes 
Michael Gallo. The master account for the Marriott Marquis totaled 
$5 million.  

Among other lessons learned by the various players in the hospitality 
industry:  

l No more first dibs. In considering the intensity of the TSA’s 
needs, some chains already have put a few rules of their own in place 
in anticipation of the next round of large-scale government business. 
“I have gotten Roger Helms to agree to dispense with the policy that 
the first person in gets the contract,” says Mike Beardsley of 
Marriott. “They know we can deliver. So I proposed he give us until 
a certain hour, say 5 p.m., to respond to an RFP. If we take longer 
than that, OK. But I don’t want to operate where just because we 
reply 15 minutes later than someone else, we are out of the game.” 

l Volume speaks volumes. It’s no secret that government per-diem 
room rates can be a fraction of corporate rates during peak dates. But 
when a group stays in-house for long periods of time, sheer volume 
makes government business very attractive. 

“After the sites were up and running and groups began extending 
their stays, some hotels that originally declined to bid began calling 
us back,” says Gallagher. “They saw the room nights adding up for 
their competitors.”  

l Third parties are valuable partners. Prior to the TSA project, there 
was much debate within the hotel industry over the necessity for 
third-party site selection firms. After all, the chains have their own 
sales forces that have established relationships with clients. 

“Most hotels didn’t want to work with third parties because of the 10 
percent commission involved. But I’ve become a huge fan of them,” 
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says Gallo, echoing other hotel executives. “They are bringing me 
business not already on my radar screen. And as client companies 
outsource more, I am relying on third parties more because I no 
longer have meeting planner contacts in-house at the companies.”  

Deployed and working  
Nov. 19, 2002, found some 57,000 newly hired airport screeners on 
the job. In just a few months’ time, more than 328,000 out of a total 
2 million applicants had been assessed to fill the positions, according 
to the TSA. An entirely new category of federal employee had been 
created, and a major step had been taken to restore the public’s 
confidence in flying.  

Participants agree the project could not have progressed without a 
remarkable effort — by flexible hotel salespeople, by devoted 
HelmsBriscoe associates and by a resourceful meeting planner 
willing to pull out all the stops to fulfill her company’s enormous 
contractual obligations in a time of intense political scrutiny.  

“Without contractors, we would not have made it as an agency,” said 
Admiral James M. Loy, undersecretary of the TSA, this past 
February at a Department of Homeland Security conference in 
Washington. “It would have floundered under the mandated 
deadlines. But floundering was not an option after Sept. 11.”  

A Dogged Director 

 
 
Virginia and Montana were in Debra Herbst’s thoughts from the day 
she arrived in Washington, D.C., and realized she would be staying a 
while. “I just couldn’t leave my girls behind,” says the program director 
for Arlington, Va. -based Pearson Government Solutions, referring to her 
two chocolate Labrador retrievers, each named after a state. 

So it was a relief when her husband, Adam, brought the pups from the 
couple’s home in Phoenix and joined her for the year she spent working 
on the Transportation Security Administration ’s project to begin hiring 
federal airport baggage screeners. Even better, Adam signed on as a 
security consultant for the TSA.  

And while it was great  to be closer to her Virginia (the state) relatives, 
finding time to spend with them was nearly impossible with a grueling 
schedule of 100-hour workweeks.  

“My family was very supportive and very proud of us, because they 



knew what we were working on,” says Herbst, who recalls fielding so 
many cell-phone calls that when she went to her grandparents’ 60th 
wedding anniversary party, “the first thing my mother said to me was, 
‘Please turn that phone off today. ’ And I had to — for my own sanity.”  

• C.A.S.  

Caffeine to the Rescue  

 
 
I lost contact with all my friends, and the few plants I had died,” says 
David Gallagher, regional manager for Scottsdale, Ariz.-based 
HelmsBriscoe, in reference to the months he spent toiling on the 
Transportation Security Administration project. 

Gallagher began each day with a stop at the local Starbucks for takeout 
lattes and triple espressos to help fuel himself and his colleagues for 
another 14 -hour shift.  

“For eight months,  I didn’t go anywhere but to the office and back 
home again,” says Gallagher, who graduated from college with a degree 
in psychology and served various stints as a teacher’s assistant, a bus 
driver and a camp counselor before joining the hotel business.  

Following the TSA gig, and after a much-needed vacation in 
California’s Napa Valley, Gallagher reflected on his team’s 
accomplishment. “Walking through the airport and seeing the screeners 
in their new federal uniforms — it made me feel good to know I was a 
part of that,” he says.  

• C.A.S.  

Wyndham’s Big Win  

Twelve of Wyndham International Inc. ’s properties were host hotels for 
the Transportation Security Administration’s recruitment project during 
five months in 2002. Jamie Walters, senior vice president of sales based 
at the chain’s Dallas headquarters, reflects on what winning that 
business meant for Wyndham. 

Q. What was the dollar value of the TSA project?  
A. I would place it at around $7 million. That is basically room rate, 
security and technology spend.  

Q. What helped Wyndham get the business?  
A. We have long recognized there is a place for third parties in this 
business. Two years ago we created the position of global relationship 
manager just for HelmsBriscoe. So when David Gallagher sent out what 
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he needed in an e-mail, our point person was able to put together a list of 
Wyndham prospects and shoot it right back.  

Q. Do you expect site selection companies to bring larger and larger 
projects to the table?  
A. Well, NCS Pearson knew who to call; to contact all of those hotels 
would have been impossible with the lead time they were given. There 
are a lot of companies now in financial trouble who are looking for ways 
to save money. Third parties are their answer. They can no longer be 
ignored by the hotel industry.  

• C.A.S.  
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