A few mionthis ago, the long list of senior executives found to
have faked their résumés got a bit longer, when it was reported that
RadioShack Corp. president and CEO David Edmondson had not
received two degrees he claimed to have earned years ago—in, of
all things, theology and psychology. Edmondson soon publicly
acknowledged the falsehood and “resigned,” but not before causing
serious damage to the reputations of his company and his board.
An executive’s CV is not just a personal and private document—it
is, or should be, a testament to the honesty and integrity of the entire
company. That—and the potential legal liability if a faked résumé
lands the faker in the executive suite—is why it is incumbent on search
committees to validate the résumé of every finalist for a senior position.
It also behooves every up-and-coming executive to think long and
hard before embedding in his CV even a “little white lie” that may later
be difficult or impossible to explain—or remove. In the age of Google
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and archived Web pages, any inconsistency or exaggeration may even-
tually be brought to light, probably at the least opportune moment.

Do these cautions seem obvious and commonsense? They’re not.
In checking the backgrounds and reputations of hundreds of business
executives and board candidates each year, we find numerous false-
hoods both big and “small,” which tend to turn up over and over at
certain specific places in the résumés we examine.

Finding those fallacies is one of the things we do for a living.
Evaluating their seriousness, and what they say about the character
and qualifications of the management or board candidate who tells
them, is another matter that we'll delve into below.

Needless to say, many of the candidates we check out for board-
and “C”-level corporate positions are scrupulously honest in describ-
ing their backgrounds. But we find a surprising number who prove
to have been presenting themselves falsely for their whole careers—
and whose view seems to be “Catch me if you can.” Want to know
how to spot the red flags in executive résumés? Here’s a mocked-up
résumé that can help you do exactly that.

JAaMES B. Mintz is president of James Mintz Group, an investigative firm headquartered in New York. The Mintz

By James B. Mintz

Group’s James Rowe, Andrew Melnick, and Peter Lagomarsino assisted in the preparation of this article.
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We discovered last year that an executive we\

: 1 were investigating had started presenting a false pic-
/ The national presst;as\ .71 ture of himself at the very top of his résumé—he had
" reported a number of recent changed his last name as he emerged from prison.
| high-profile cases of lying about ra (mmmmmmmmmm
. college degrees in résumés. John H. Smith organized-crimefigure)
Among other examples, Kenneth | . 1515 Maplewood Circle - Another example, equally extreme: In 2000, Michael
Lonchar resigned as CFOof Veri- | Atlanta, GA 30338 Fenne, founder and chairman of California-based start-up
| tas Software in 2002, after it was (404) 555-1234 Pixelon inc, surrendered to authorities in Virginia under
| learned that he falsely daimed to 4 his real name, David Stanley. He had eluded capturein -
have a Stanford MBA. Two weeks . | EDUCATION Virginia and Tennessee for several years following multi-  : ‘,
later, Bausch & Lomb CEO Ronald | ple embezzlement convictions, after conning elderly
Zarrella admitted falsely daiming | University of Chicago, M.B.A. in Finance  churchgoers out of more than $1 million. , ;
- @NewYorkUniversityMBA. | Columbia University, B.A. in Economics - Of course, not all name changes are disqufying:
I And after just five daysas - thdpeopleﬁmnwsimplifymdmmilymm &
| Notrs Dame’ head football | EXPERIENCE mmﬂmmm s g
same fate, for lying about hav- SouthCo Systems "~
ing an NYU master’s degree and Chief Executive Officer (2003-Present)
i eaming varsity letters for play-
" ing college football, - i i : * 2005 revenues exceeded $1 billion, ﬁpﬁqm $863 million in 2004.
~ Butthe attention p.sd to | - Completed initial public offering in May 2004.
thls partimlat kind uf résumé » Effective liaison to underwriting consortium ari8~legl successful investor road show.
flluﬂ—lﬂd the high reputation- + Implemented global realignment plan in 2003, especi'ﬁﬁy‘with respect to North American and European
al and finandal penalties paid, | manufacturing operations, with a focus on driving shareﬁc}ldzr value.
such as the §1 billion—plm that * Closed unprofitable L.ondon-based retail business left as a rellc fransarior acdeith e e g WY
Veﬁtas’ stockdmpped when .+ Led the team that successfully revamped SouthCo’s brand Some cxecutlves push bmndﬂ:cllmlt of hrperbolclrl \

Lonchar resigned—don'tseem |+ Completed acquisition of a key North American competitor | describing their role at prior employers, One chief financial officer, |

to have stopped the David | * Led negotiations and oversaw cross-border integration of a 5{ . for example, described his ex-employer's financial rise but omitted |

Edmondsons of the world from " its bankruptcy, as well as charges that this CFO made preferential |
\l’dlowing in their footsteps. 3 ,-'4 Apple Life Insurance  transfers of assets just before the filing.

On the candidate executive’s watch, was his company sanc-
- tioned by regulators? Sued by competitors? Investigated by the !
| Justice Department? We recommend digging deep for such profes- |
« Responsible for all financial functions of the company, | sional-stewardship issues; what you find may provide a good {
s Nevelaned with CEO :hgnmnml_m@a for evaluating acq  barometer of corporate competence without necessarily eliminat-
/Résumésecﬂonsmwwmmuummwamm anmsumncecompa\lnghinﬁommmn i
upward trajectnryofwlmtary daputuru and immediate new jobs. When il operations and mu?tu-mwwmml'm‘—"‘ ———————
wae are asked to investigate further, our approach is to identify, and quietly
interview, knowledgeable former co-workers for their unofficial—and and investment bankers and built strong relationships kept to
candid—assessment of their ex-colleague’s tenure. In these informal con- |
mmmmmmm&mmmm ‘
mmwwmﬁmmwmrmmmuwmmm :
It’sﬂnonlywaytosopmﬁnmlmmammm‘mam
{myou"skuaﬁm ' :

T # Acting Chief Executive Officer
" Senior Vice President, Chief Financial Officer

provided financial information to the company’s board of

f Exchange Commission filings.

Jones Corp. ¢ e 5 R R R Y R S Y VR FiETs
Vice President of Finance (- The falsehood we find most often in executives' résumds starts as an omission—of 3
e job that didn't work out and/or doesn't fit well with the candidate’s current career goals. The

+ Assisted CFO in impleméﬁﬁn_g successful v MMBMMM%MWWWM@MW ofthebbs

* Acted as liaison to Jones Corpvfsubsidiaries hddmbefmandwam st sl

* Prepared new company for Asian iryﬁtia,lA py We have learned to Jook in court files when we’rtdiecking # vésmhé mr&nﬂy caught

+ Created financial organization and reportit  a iobomittedfmm an executive’s employment history—but revealed in his arrest informa- -
which met goals of the parent corporation.| tion shest{ Me{typ!ofsw'ch-—fmcompmym releases—would have revealed one

+ Coordinated internal audit activities. of the more notorious examphes of job-omission: Sunbeany’s “Chainzaw Al* Duniap. When The
New York Times reported in 2007 that Duniap had omitted from his CV two executive jobs

Iroquois Associates from which he had been fired, his successor at Sunbeam, Jerry Levin, no doubt spoke for

+ Managing Partner many when he observed, *! find it most unusual that anyone could be hired as a chief execu-

\_tive of a major company without having their background thoroughly checked”
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Beware references in a résumé’s Employment History to obscure consuiting firms—these can

sometimes be traced back to the résumé-writer herself. Understandably reluctant to acknowledge a
period during which they were unempioyed,someuewﬁvsueaﬁphantom companies to fill gaps
- In résumés between the last, and the next, actual job.
' One dead giveaway: when we see a past “employer” on a résumé whose name matches the road
&hemﬂsuﬁumé«wﬂterhasammetbm.

We ﬁnd that the end\

1}dawsonapenocfsboardmll
f,aﬁon‘s‘cmbe,lmeraﬂng.&m
~ the member who turned out to

" have suddenly resigned from a
| board after it began investigat-
| ing an accounting scandal that

And sins of omission are

common, like the résumé
boasting prominent board

| years but biithely omitting the
| recent one at a company that

Sanderson Houlihan
Partner
Staff Accountant

« Conducted reviews and audits for the firm’s clients.
« Compiled and prepared financial statements.

SouthCo Systems
Blue Plains Partners

Certified Public Accountant
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(1999-2000)
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© eran Michael Watson, had never been admitted to practice
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 check—a few minutes in the New York State Office of Court
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of a board membership is -

While an isolated omission -

/" While résumés don't often lie about hobbies, we
| still sometimes encounter interesting complexities in a :

e B \ unprobhm =

Mrnlnistrations mammqmamm

i

! unlikely to derail a candidacy, it | résumé’s Interests section. In one case, checking out an |
| canstillbeworthaskingthe | | executive whose résumé said that he collects vintage auto- ‘
\_candidate to explain. // ' mobiles revealed online DMV records indicating that his’

hy do so many seemingly successful people lie

N x / about their backgrounds? Because they started

doing it early in their careers—before they be-

came successful—and then couldn’t stop. Let’s hear from
two who got caught:

Coach O’Leary: “Many years ago, as a young married
father . . . [iln seeking employment, I prepared a résumé
that contained inaccuracies. . .. These misstatements were
never stricken from my résumé or biographical sketch in
later years.”

Sandra Baldwin, the first woman to become president
of the U.S. Olympic Committee, resigned a day after ad-
mitting falsifying her academic credentials: “I should have
changed it a long time ago, but once it was published it
got paralyzing.”

In other words, it takes a good deal of digging to find
résumeé fraud, because its roots go deep.

And a word of advice for young professionals who aspire
to the executive suite: Don’t assume that falsehood buried
in your résumé will never be caught—will never, one day,
blow up in your face. Because, in this age of huge elec-
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tronic databases where both facts and falsehoods live for-
ever, trust me: Sooner or later, it probably will.

Should any exaggeration on a résumé be grounds for a
job candidate’s automatic disqualification? That’s some-
thing every hiring committee must decide for itself. One
useful test we would venture to suggest: Does the lie ap-
pear to be a conscious and calculated effort to falsify one’s
past for the specific purpose of deceiving prospective em-
ployers? If so, we’d recommend a thumbs-down vote.

Or is the lie an understandable, arguably forgivable,
omission apparently aimed at simplifying and clarifying an
otherwise complicated personal and/or professional his-
tory? If so—and if an otherwise outstanding candidate,
when confronted by the truth, acknowledges the error and
provides a satisfactory, credible explanation—we’d prob-
ably be inclined to keep her candidacy alive.

Atthe end of the day, it's the hiring committee’s decision
whether to take or not take a zero-tolerance approach. For
the aspiring job candidate or prospective board member,
the best advice we can give is: Don’t ever put a hiring com-
mittee in the position of having to make that choice. ¢
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