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Professional 
Certification 
HRD practitioners continue to wrestle 
with the certification question. 
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Professional certification is a volun-
tary process by which professional 
associations or organizations 

measure the competencies of individual 
practitioners. Certification should not be 
confused with the accreditation or licen-
sure process. While each attempts to 
regulate the measurement of competen-
cies, the methodology, population, and 
purposes of regulation differ. Because of 
these distinctions, accreditation, certifica-
tion, and licensure should not be used 
synonymously. However, these terms fre-
quently are used interchangeably by prac-
titioners, leading to the increased confu-
sion and application of each. 

Braxton and Hildebrand provide the 
following distinctions and definitions of ac-
creditation, certification, and licensure:1 

• Accreditation—the process whereby an 
agency or association grants public 
recognition to a school, college, or univer-
sity, or specialized study program that 
meets certain predetermined qualifica-
tions or standards. 
• Certification—the process by which a 
professional organization or an indepen-
dent external agency recognizes the com-
petence of individual practitioners. 
• Licensure— a mandators' legal require-
ment for certain professions in order to 
protect the public from incompetent prac-
titioners. Licensing procedures are 
generally established or implemented by 
a political governing body that prescribes 
practice without a license. 

The authors are , respectively, assistant 
professor in the College of Business 
Administration, University of Central 
Arkansas, Conway, and assistant pro-
fessor of adult education, department 
of higher and adult education, Univer-

60 sity of Missouri, Columbus. 

Certification measures competencies of 
individual practitioners while accreditation 
evaluates instructional programs. Both of 
these processes are voluntary; institutions 
can function without accreditation and in-
dividuals can practice in their profession 
without certification. Regulation of ac-
creditation and certification are ad-
ministered by professional associations 
and/or external agencies. 

In some professions, individuals cannot 
practice without a license. Licensure is a 
mandatory process administered by a 
political body with its primary purpose be-
ing to protect the public from incompetent 
practitioners. The similarity between 
licensure and certification is that the recip-
ient of the credential is the individual, not 
the program. 

That accreditation, certification, and 
licensure are sometimes used, inter-
changeably presents another problem, as 
cited by Penland:2 "Definitions become a 
staggering problem, 'to some professionals 
certification may appear to be combined 
with accreditation; for instance, program 
certification may exhibit some of the pro-
cesses and other semblances of accredita-
tion causing some educational profes-
sionals to believe certification and ac-
creditation are one and the same. Besides, 
the term certification has been used as a 
catchall phrase for a number of different 
processes that apply to 'credentialing' of 
institutions and individuals. The fuzziness 
of definition has resulted in misunder-
standing and frustration on the part of 
those concerned with the topic and has 
impeded communication." 

Implications for HRD 
Although professional certification holds 

as its primary purpose the promotion of 

competencies, other purposes have been 
identified. 
• to promote professionalism 
• to encourage individuals to remain in 
the profession 
• to enhance the prest ige of the 
profession 
• to avoid external governmental 

regulations 
• to improve academic programs 
• to stabilize individuals job security 
• to be an income producer 
• to protect clients/employers from in-
competent practitioners 
• to distinguish individuals from peers 

and colleagues 
• to prevent cannibalism (the recruitment 
of individuals from other professional 
associations in order to strengthen ones 
own) 

A critical overview of the implications of 
professional certification will enable HRD 
practitioners to analyze and understand its 
positive and negative effects. There are 
two primary implications of professional 
certification as well as several secondary 
ones that could affect the field of HRD. 

In a recent study, 97 percent of the 70 
professional associations surveyed agreed 
that identification and improvement of 
professional competencies of H R D is cer-
tification's primary purpose.3 In addition, 
76 percent of the associations indicated 
that professional competencies were 
developed prior to the implementation of 
their certification program. Also, 54 per-
cent of the associations reported that pro-
fessional competencies were improved or 
refined as a result of their certification ef-
forts. Bratton lists six ways that competen-
cies help by providing the practitioner and 
the profession with:4 

• a tool for self-assessment and profes-
sional growth; 
• a common set of concepts and 
vocabulary which will improve com-
munication among professionals .and other 
professional groups; 
• academic and professional preparation 
programs with information for program 
development; 
• a basis for a potential certification 
program; 
• an aid to help employers identity 
qualified applicants; 
• a basis for defining an emerging field >f 
study. 

Competencies should reflect the skill if 
a professional regardless of his or her po' i-
tion, title, or academic degree. In additio i. 
competencies should be performance 
oriented rather than academical y 
oriented. T h e competencies should ah o 
reflect the skills of experienced prac i-
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t ioners as opposed to entry-level 
individuals. 

T h e second primary implication con-
cerns the enhancement of the profession. 
According to Scheer, one fundamental 
characteristic of a profession is the 
measurement of proficiency before an in-
dividual can achieve professional status.5 

In addition, the evolution of a profession 
consists of several developmental stages. 
According to Whyte and Warzynski and 
Noble, the establishment of entry require-
ments based on experience or a combina-
tion of experiences and qualifications are 
mandatory for a vocation to be considered 
a profession.67 Both the characteristics 
and the developmental process of a pro-
fession require that certification be 
instituted. 

Other secondary implications for H R D 
exist. Professional certification can serve 
as a feedback mechanism for academic 
curricular design. In addition, professional 
certification allows the public and profes-
sion to make some distinctions between 
HRD practitioners who are qualified and 
those who are not. T h e encouragement 
and recognition of some higher profes-
sional achievement standard as well as the 
provision for prestige and possible in-
creased earning power for the practitioner 
are also implied. Professional certification 
provides for standardization of the profes-
sion and the establishment of credibility 
for practitioners. 

St. John provided an overview summary 
related to the implications of professional 
certification:8 T h e benefits of certification 
programs are substantial for the individuals 
concerned, their employers and socie-
ty. . . . Regardless of the value of the desig-
nation itself, candidates are required to in-
crease their own knowledge and ability in 
their field of endeavor. It is in the prepara-
tion for certification that its greatest 
benefit is realized. This emphasis on self 
improvement and education is satisfying 
to the individual, valuable to his employer, 
and ultimately increases the quality of 
product and services to everyone." 

Although professional certification has 
numerous positive implications for HRD, 
negative consequences can be cited. Pro-
fessional certification, though well intend-
ed, may cause division among H R D prac-
titioners. This could fragment a field 
already diverse and suffering from an iden-
tity problem. 

A second negative concerns the identi-
fication of competencies for H R D practi-
tioners. Because of t he extreme diversity 
of practitioners in H R D , the task of iden-
tifying; defining, and measuring compe-
tencies for each becomes an almost im-

possible chore. In addition, developing an 
appropriate level for each identified com-
petency continues to add confusion to the 
issue of applicant evaluation. Determina-
tion of who in the profession can establish 
the measurable standards by which to eval-
uate applicants increases the complexity 
of the professional certification process. 
Finally, selecting appropriate and compre-
hensive qualification criteria requires an 
awareness of the whole field of H R D 
which few practitioners possess. 

Other effects of professional certifica-
tion can be found in the areas of financial 
and human costs, legal implications, 
membership restrictions, and inadequate 
regulation of the profession. Professional 
certification can be costly in the early 
stages of its development. These costs 
come with the recruitment and selection 
of qualified certification specialists, and 
with test construction and design, which 
includes reliability and validity studies, ad-
ministrative costs, maintenance costs, and 
the promotion of the certification pro-
gram. Professional certification programs 
are almost totally financed by the sponsor-
ing professional association. The legal 
ramifications concerning professional cer-
tification indicate that an association can-
not require nonmembers to join their 
association before issuing certification.'' 
Associations that fail to comply with this 
ruling are discriminating on the basis of 
membership status and are violating 
federal law. 

Professional certification is seen as a 
"gatekeeping" activity severely limiting the 
entry of qualified professionals—thus in-
creasing the responsibilities of current 
practitioners to carry out the mission of 
HRD. Restricting the entry of practi-
tioners may not improve the quality of the 
profession. 

T h e final negative implication is the 
possibility of inadequate regulation or con-
trol of the profession. Professional cer-
tification requires that the sponsoring 
association be in a position to control or 
affect the profession. But because of the 
diversity of HRD, this may not be feasi-
ble. If certification is to be analyzed 
critically, the following questions need to 
be addressed by H R D professionals: 
• Should a survey of H R D practitioners 
be conducted before initiating a certifica-

tion program? 
• Should there be different levels of 

certification? 
• Should nonmembers be allowed to ob-

tain certification status? 
• Who will determine the list of profes-
sional competencies for adult education? 
• Who will establish the measurable stan-

dards by which applicants are evaluated? 
• How will the certification program be 
administered? 
• How will the development of the cer-
t if ication program be suppor ted 
financially? 
• Should a continuous promotional pro-
gram be established to create and maintain 
enthusiasm for certification? 
• Should "grandfathering" be allowed? 
• Should a formal examination of ap-
plicants be required? 
• Should recertification and continuing 
education of applicants be required? 
• Should, certification status be revoked 
for illegal or unethical behavior? 
• What qualification criteria should be us-
ed in evaluating applicants for certification? 
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