Navigating

Certffrcations

How does the industry “certify the certifiers”

for a consistent standard of education and
eXperience? BY SHIRLEY ARCHER, JD, MA

Mainstream consumers are starting to embrace personal training, currently
one of the leading growth trends in the fitness industry. Once considered within
the reach only of celebrities and wealthy socialites, personal fitness trainer
(PFT) services are now valued by more people, and more of them are will-
ing to pay. Leading fitness centers throughout the U.S. have thriving personal
training programs. According to the “2003 Profiles of Success” survey of
International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA) club mem-
bers, 50% of clubs that responded reported that personal training services were
among their five most profitable programs.

Growth, however, brings hot issues to the forefront. Industry leaders cannot ignore increased
consumer demand for competency assurance, increased risk of liability and increased scrutiny of
the industry by state legislators. To respond, industry leadership must proactively pursue steps that
will help:

* Determine how to ensure positive consumer perceptions.

* Determine how to develop methods of self-regulation that other professionals and government
agencies would respect and that would avert governmental intervention and control.

» (For those who want to expand into the healthcare market,) determine how to create a level of
standardization among PFTs that would meet the requirements of working formally with health-
care providers and insurers.

Recently, these pressures culminated in IHRSA’s taking an active position that has stimulated
an industry debate regarding how best to set standards for organizations that certify personal train-
ers. This spring, IHRSA recommended that, as of December 31, 2005, all of its member clubs hire
PFTs who hold at least one current certification from a certifying organization or agency that has
obtained third-party accreditation of its certification procedures and protocols from an independ-
ent, experienced and nationally recognized accrediting body.
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In particular, IHRSA identified the National Commission for
Certifying Agencies (NCCA), the accreditation body of the
National Organization for Competency Assurance (NOCA)—
an organization with a 26-year history—as an acceptable ac-
crediting organization. [HRSA underscored that other equivalent
accrediting organizations may be recognized as well, as they
come to IHRSA’s attention. For further details on the timeline
of this announcement, see “History of the Debate,” below.

IHRSA’s recommendation is directed primarily to its 4,500
member clubs in the United States. According to IHRSA sta-
tistics, IHRS A member clubs serve about 28% of all Americans
who belong to health clubs, fitness centers or gyms of any kind.
This translates into over 11 million consumers. The certification
standards debate, however, impacts everyone in the fitness field.

This discussion represents a landmark formal movement
within the industry toward increasing professionalism and stan-
dardization. What began as an initial movement among fitness
trainers and instructors 25 years ago to organize and create cer-
tifications to enhance consumer perception of legitimacy has
now evolved into a second movement by club owners and op-
erators to organize and standardize certifications to further in-
crease the perception of legitimacy.

Fitness as a profession is at a pivotal point—many of its fea-
tures require attention. What do you see in the future of fitness?
How do you think the industry should best address the competing
growth pressures? Where and how should you position yourself
as a fitness professional in this rapidly changing environment?

The Heart of the Matter: Certification Vs.
Continuing Education
“[To understand this issue,] you clearly need to understand the
difference between certification and continuing education,” says
Ken Germano, president of the American Council on Exercise
(ACE), a nonprofit organization based in San Diego. “To call a
continuing education program a certification is a disservice. How
can there be [so many] certifying organizations? How can one
person be a certifying organization?” What Germano is referring
to is the purported more than 200 organizations in the United
States that presently offer a variety of fitness certifications.
Tom Baechle, EdD, CSCS*D, NSCA-CPT*D, executive di-
rector of the National Strength & Conditioning Association
(NSCA) Certification Commission, in Lincoln, Nebraska, agrees
that the differences among certification, education and contin-
uing education need to be better understood within the industry.
“The reality is that if you are really looking to a national certi-
fication that is going to provide protection to the public, going
to organizations that approach the certification exam on a pro-
fessional basis makes sense. At the very least, a job analysis of
the profession needs to be performed to determine which knowl-
edge, skills and abilities, or KSAs, are associated with the pro-
fession, which, in this instance, is personal training. With no
exam development standards in place, consumers have no as-
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surances that their ‘certified’ personal trainer has demonstrated
the KSAs necessary to provide safe and effective training.”
According to Bahram Akradi, president, chairman and chief
executive officer (CEO) of Life Time Fitness Inc., a chain of 33
fitness centers located in eight markets and headquartered in
Eden Prairie, Minnesota, “The tremendous amount of inconsis-
tency as it relates to the knowledge level and lack of core com-
petencies of personal trainers and fitness people in the industry
in general was one of the principal reasons for us to push for
standards for employees in the industry. We believe that as an
industry, we will always have more power and more opportu-
nity for change and improvement by working together as a col-
lective. The driving force [behind the IHRSA initiative],
however, is that it is the right thing to do for our customer,” he
says. “We strongly believe as an organization that education and
knowledge translate into how we provide tangible member ben-
efits. We want to see improvements in quality and consistency.
We are totally concerned with the perception of the consumer.”
James Whitehead, executive vice president of the American
College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), supports the process of
third-party accreditation for certifying organizations. “Overall,
when you have a quality improvement process that is relying on

History of the
Debate

2002

» [HRSA Industry Leadership Council—under
chairperson Bahram Akradi, chief executive
officer and president of Lifetime Fitness
Inc.—recommends that [HRSA establish
a committee to examine standards for
certification of personal trainers.

* IHRSA forms a committee of six prominent
certifying organizations:
Aerobics and Fitness Association of America
American College of Sports Medicine
American Council on Exercise
Cooper Institute
National Academy of Sports Medicine
National Strength and Conditioning

Association




an independent recognized body, going through those external
accreditation processes benefits the field, the public and the
organizations that are providing services in that arena. Current
certifying organizations should not think it is going to be unreal-
istically easy to achieve. Instead, they should examine the re-
quirements and determine if NCCA accreditation is realistic,
desirable or achievable for them.”

Ken Baldwin, MEd, assistant director of the department of
health and kinesiology at Purdue University in West Lafayette,
Indiana, and program coordinator for San Diego State
University’s Professional Certificate in Personal Fitness Training
program says, “Personally, I feel that many personal training
certifications are ill designed and lacking in content to ade-
quately prepare someone to safely design exercise programs
with competency. We still need continuing education providers,
conferences and organizations to provide continuing education.
These organizations, however, should not be in the certifying
business. They are in the education business. And the certifying
organizations will have to determine the quality of those con-
tinuing education providers.”

Michael Clark, MS, PT, NASM-PES, CEO and president
of the National Academy of Sports Medicine (NASM), agrees

and even suggests taking it one step further. Clark thinks that
third-party accreditation not only is good for certification or-
ganizations but should be extended to include continuing edu-
cation providers. “Third-party validation (such as NCCA
accreditation) is a cornerstone for any group of professionals
seeking credibility, standardization and acceptance from other
professionals. We must create the standards and core compe-
tencies that are necessary for a fitness professional to be safe and
effective with all clients. We must also pursue accreditation and
standardization for all continuing education to make sure that
once a fitness professional is certified, he or she is following ev-
idence-based, valid, reliable and credible continuing education.”

Industry leaders seem to agree that creating uniform stan-
dards within the industry for organizations that certify PFTs—
and eventually other fitness professionals such as group exercise
instructors and floor staff—is a positive move. However, how
these standards should be established is under debate. Further,
while most seem to agree that third-party accreditation for cer-
tification organizations is a good first step, how to determine
what organizations should provide this accreditation for the cer-
tifying bodies is also subject to discussion.

2004

* In December, IHRSA announces a recom-
mendation that, as of December 31, 2004,
IHRSA member health clubs hire personal
trainers who hold at least one current certifi-
cation from a certifying organization/agency
that has obtained third-party accreditation of
its certification procedures and protocols from
an independent, experienced and nationally
recognized accrediting body. In particular,
IHRSA identifies the National Commission
for Certifying Agencies (NCCA), the accredi-
tation body of the National Organization for
Competency Assurance (NOCA), as an ac-
ceptable accrediting organization. IHRSA in-
dicates that other equivalent accrediting
organizations may be recognized as they are
brought to IHRSA’s attention.

In March, IHRSA extends the date for
its hiring recommendation to December
31, 2005. IHRSA reiterates its identifi-
cation of NCCA—the accreditation
body of NOCA, an organization with a
26-year history—as an acceptable ac-
crediting organization, noting that other
equivalent accrediting organizations
may be recognized as well, as they
come to IHRSA’s attention.
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What Does Third-Party Accreditation Mean?
Third-party accreditation simply means that the organization pro-
viding a certification exam is reviewed by an objective, unrelated
third party that evaluates the validity of the exam and its
examination procedures. If an exam resulting in the issuance of
a certification to perform professional services is to be consid-
ered valid and reliable, certain standards must be met. Otherwise,
the certification is not meaningful in the eyes of other profes-
sionals, in a court of law or among consumers.

Baechle explains, “There appears to be a good deal of confu-
sion among terms such as registry, licensure, certification and
accreditation—especially the latter two. Accreditation applies to
certification organizations, not to personal trainers. Achieving
third-party accreditation by a nationally respected accrediting
agency means that the organization providing the certification
exam has had its exam development process and its policies and
procedures thoroughly evaluated by an objective, unrelated third-
party; and its exams have been found to be valid and reliable.
Validity refers to the question of whether the exam measures
the KSAs, and reliability refers to the ability of the exam to pro-
duce consistent results.

“The exam development process that leads to the issuance of
a certification associated with personal training should meet high
accreditation standards, since the ultimate purpose for having cer-
tifications is to protect the public,” he points out. “Unfortunately,
not all certifying bodies that currently offer personal trainer cer-
tifications are administering valid and reliable exams. The in-
dustry’s support of well-designed exams that are challenging to
pass will create a higher level of public trust and respect by allied
health professionals. IHRSA’s position in recommending the use
of personal trainers that are certified by organizations from a na-
tionally recognized accrediting agency is an important step in the
right direction for the fitness industry.”

Bill Howland, director of public relations and research for
IHRSA, stresses that IHRSA’s recommendation to its member
clubs to hire personal trainers that have been certified by an or-
ganization that has received third-party accreditation is precisely
that—a recommendation. “This is clearly a recommendation, not
a requirement.”

“Given the fact that personal training is the most frequently
offered program in health clubs today and given the soaring pop-
ularity of training among health club members, the association
felt it necessary and critically important to develop a recommen-
dation for club operators that would best reflect the industry’s ef-
forts to improve safety and effectiveness in these programs,” says
John McCarthy, executive director of IHRSA. “I’'m confident that
the third-party accreditation recommendation we make to our
members will only enhance their personal training practices and
the experience of health club patrons.”

Howland says, “The genesis for IHRSA’s recommendation
really came from three things.” First, he says, club owners are
well aware that personal training is popular with consumers and
important to a facility’s revenue. “As club owners were talking
among their peers, it was clear that the levels of knowledge and

skills, the backgrounds and the competencies of certified personal
trainers were all over the map,” Howland says.

“Second, from the business side, the lack of standards pres-
ents hiring and quality control issues, as well as training issues,
and implications from both the operational side and the consumer
safety side [for our member organizations]. We did not believe
that litigation was a huge problem, but I think that people antic-
ipate there could be a problem in the future. We believe it is bet-
ter to be proactive.

“Third, the final piece in terms of being proactive is that mem-
bers of our government relations staff have had conversations
with [representatives of] several state governments that are
considering regulation of personal trainers. If the industry can
demonstrate that it is being proactive and is interested in con-
sumer safety, then it can avoid regulation.”

Why Choose NCCA?

The question arises as to why IHRSA recommended NCCA, in
particular, as a valid accrediting organization. Howland explains,
“Several of the certifying groups that we were talking to [when
we were considering the issue of standards for organizations that
certify personal trainers] brought the recommendation of NOCA
and NCCA to IHRSA’s attention. When we looked at it, we de-
cided that if the goal is consumer safety and also the ability to
demonstrate to audiences outside our industry—such as the pub-
lic at large, state governments and employers—that we are mak-
ing a real effort to address consumer safety on a proactive level,
NCCA accreditation made sense. NCCA is recognized both by
some industries and states as the standard for accreditation. Since
NCCA is recognized outside the fitness industry as a leader in the
field of accrediting certifying organizations, then that translates
into recognition that is meaningful outside the industry.

“NCCA accreditation is proven, there is a blueprint and it is
widely recognized,” he says. “IHRSA’s board intentionally left
open the possibility of adding other accrediting organizations if
other groups can demonstrate that they are comparable alterna-
tives that would help us to achieve our goals.”

Baechle adds, “In contrast to an attempt to mandate that
all fitness credentialing organizations unite to develop one exam
with all the same KSAs being assessed, NCCA standards allow
for the development of exams that can assess specific emphasis
areas, such as one-on-one or group training or older-adult ver-
sus youth training, by the various credentialing organizations.
NCCA accreditation, therefore, supports and strengthens the
existing independent network of fitness certifying organizations.

“Furthermore, recognition by the fitness industry of trainers who
have acquired fitness-related certification credentials from NCCA-
accredited organizations helps to convey to the public that the fit-
ness industry is making a concerted effort to provide safe and
effective training. Because NCCA is highly respected by many al-
lied health agencies and organizations, using its accreditation stan-
dards also serves to further enhance the image of the fitness
industry.”
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NCCA Accreditation Standards
Most leaders of the major certifying organizations support the
choice of NCCA as an independent third-party accreditation or-
ganization. ACE and NSCA are both currently accredited by
NCCA. ACSM, the Cooper Institute, and NASM are all in the
process of receiving NCCA accreditation.

Germano explains why ACE chose to seek NCCA accredita-
tion. “When you look at the history, the National Organization for
Competency Assurance was created in 1977, under the Carter ad-
ministration, with federal funding from the Department of Health
and Human Services. [The NOCA] mission was to develop
standards for quality certification in the allied health fields to
enhance and ensure public safety and to accredit organiza-
tions that met those standards.

“There isn’t any other accrediting organization that is the
equivalent,” he says. “NCCA standards meet or exceed the
requirements set forth by the American Psychological
Association, the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission, the National Council on Measurement
in Education and the American Educational Research
Association, and are recognized by many others. [NCCA
standards are] defensible in a court of law. You only need to
look at the mission and vision of NCCA.”

Howland says, “We’re very excited about the NOCA and
NCCA accreditation process because another benefit to the in-
dustry from certifying organizations receiving accreditation is
the value added from educating the public, [a goal] that is part
of NCCA’s mission. Part of NOCA’s reason for existence is
to promote consumer safety. NCCA helps certifying organi-
zations. They earn the right to advertise and promote them-
selves as accredited, and NOCA and NCCA will promote
them. That is an additional benefit that will help educate the
public.”

tion or possibility that in addition to NCCA there may be com-
parable alternatives. In fact, some of the certifying groups are cur-
rently working to investigate that question—hopefully to assess
objectively whether there are other accrediting groups that would
help us achieve our goals.”

Susan Sterling, EdD, vice president and director of education
and certification at the Cooper Institute in Dallas, says, “There
are many directions that quality assurance can take, with national
accreditation being one of them. National accreditation addresses
the policies and procedures of the certifying body, not the com-

For Further Information About

Accreditation Organizations

National Organization for Competency Assurance (NOCA)
2025 M St. N.W., Ste. 800

Washington, DC 20036

WWW.Nnoca.org

Phone: (202) 367-1165

National Commission for Certifying Agencies (NCCA)
NCCA is the accreditation body of NOCA.

Commission on Accreditation of Allied Health Education Programs
(CAAHEP)

35 E. Wacker Dr., Ste. 1970

Chicago, IL 60601

www.caahep.org

Phone: (312) 553-9355

Accrediting Council for Continued Education and Training (ACCET)
1722 N St. N.W.
Washington, DC 20036
www.accet.org

Phone: (202) 955-1113

Dissension

Not all groups, however, support the choice of NCCA as an ac-
crediting body. Other certifying organizations, such as the
Aerobics and Fitness Association of America (AFAA), are seek-
ing to have other accreditation organizations recognized in addi-
tion to NCCA. Linda D. Pfeffer, president of AFAA in Sherman
Oaks, California, says, “Although AFAA is a full participant in
IHRSA’s industry initiative, AFAA has expressed some misgiv-
ings about various proposals under consideration.

“First, AFAA believes that the industry initiative should be
an open process and that all fitness organizations should be invited
to participate. AFAA is pleased that IHRSA has broadened the
reach by inviting additional organizations to participate, but more
work is necessary to make it a truly ‘industry-wide’ initiative.

“Second, AFAA believes that more than one accrediting
agency should be brought into the process,” Pfeffer says. “So far,
IHRSA has announced that it will only recognize accreditations
issued by a single agency, the National Commission for
Certifying Agencies (NCCA). AFAA urges that additional agen-
cies be recognized along with NCCA.”

Howland clarifies, “IHRSA intentionally left open the op-

petency of the personal trainer. Future quality assurance should
also address the important issue of educational content and pro-
ficiency skills of the personal trainer.”

What Comes Next?

Many agree that third-party accreditation is a good first step. But
how will this unfold? In the 1980s the first round of certification
was driven by the group fitness instructor market, which wanted
to ensure the safety of its clients. The current movement is being
driven by clubs and is due to market growth and needs. The next
wave may well come from insurers and medical companies that
want to know if they can look to fitness professionals for help with
diabetes, obesity and other harmful side effects of sedentary living.
If the medical community turns to fitness, will we have the stan-
dards and protocols in place so there can be reimbursements and re-
ferrals from healthcare providers? The sense is that there could be
two different levels of PFT certifications: one that provides trainers
who can work with healthy clients and another that provides PFTs
qualified to deal with specific exercise prescriptions.
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