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A small firm teaches security guards to disarm tough characters with talk
By Lea Goldman
Forbes, 6/9/2003, Vol. 171 Issue 12, p178, 1p

As a 22-year veteran of the New York City police force, Anthony Celano learned the value of a calming voice. When he and his partner were staking out the Howard Beach home of the late gangster John Gotti back in 1987, the furious Dapper Don, unshaven and disheveled, pounded on the unmarked car and screamed at the cops to get lost. As his partner readied his handgun, Celano got out of the car and explained that they'd been sent by a supervisor who had been following the orders of the Queens DA. Don't blame the messenger, he said. Gotti backed down and apologized. "Make friends," says Celano. "Then make business."

That credo he has made the focus of his three-year-old business, Full Security, a Manhattan-based outfit that offers protection, investigative services and security-guard training. With just $1.1 million in sales last year Celano can't hope to take on the likes of $8.2 billion (sales) Securitas AB, parent of Pinkerton, which supplies 10% of the 1.1 million security guards that mind the nation's schoolyards, office buildings and shopping malls, and provides them with state-mandated training. Most of them have high school diplomas--but not a clue about defusing confrontations. Celano's shtick is teaching guards to read situations and to respond appropriately to run-ins with con artists, crime and assault victims, even potential terrorists.

Streetwise Communication, his trademark course, involves lots of role-playing for 25 or so guards at a time, at upwards of $10,000 total for an eight-hour seminar. He often tag-teams with psychologist Jeffrey Goldberg. In one exercise an illegal street vendor outside a store balks at being told to move. The trainee tries unsuccessfully to sway her before resorting to menace. "If you don't move … " he growls. "Then what?" she snaps back. Celano cuts in. Never lose your temper. Tell the vendor she can either move or you'll have to call the police, who might not be as friendly. Set up alternatives, he advises; offload blame, never threaten.

The next scene takes place in a store. Two guys dating the same girl are in an argument that leads to blows. The trainee jumps in and is nearly tackled by both. Don't step into flying fists, says Celano: Call for backup. If possible, convince one or both guys to take it outside. Your responsibility is to the employer and his property.

Scenario three: A suspicious-looking fellow casing a lobby asks lots of questions about how many people work in the building and what time the offices close. Celano's advice is to answer briefly and politely--then refer him to a supervisor.

Now 50, Celano left the NYPD in 1995 and began training security guards in a rented Brooklyn church for $40-per-person sessions, barely eking out $1,000 a week before expenses. The next year he headed up investigations for a Manhattan outfit later bought by Pinkerton, but he chafed under his supervisors, quit and launched Full Security in 2000 with Joseph Nicolosi, a former cop with 25 years behind his badge. Each chipped in $2,500.

They burned through that--and more--on promotional materials, and had to dip into their pensions to get by. Celano hounded former colleagues on the force for referrals and entertained potential clients every night. The first year they broke even on $150,000 in revenues. Today clients include Morgan Stanley, UBS PaineWebber and Rutgers University.

Surprisingly, it's not post-Sept. 11 jitters that get him the business. It's fear of landing in court, as Kmart did when California's Supreme Court upheld a $3.8 million ruling against the troubled retailer because an overzealous guard tackled a customer. May Department Stores last year settled a lawsuit for a similar incident. Says Richard Block, a partner at San Francisco-based law firm Pillsbury Winthrop who has referred clients to Full Security for training on harassment: "If you spend half a day teaching your people not to be abusive, you avoid the headlines and the liability."
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