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Introduction

 

With a multitude of fitness certification options and certifying organizations, a frequently asked question by students pursuing a career in the fitness industry is whether it is necessary to become certified, and if so, which certifying agencies they should work with.  The answer hinges on the student’s education, experience, and future aspirations as well as expectations of potential employers. The purpose of this electronic primer is to provide guidance to students and advisors on health fitness certification options.  Readers are encouraged to email the authors with questions, related information, and comments on this topic (eric@aacte.org). 

 

Is It Necessary to Become Certified At All?

 

Although certification is not always required for employment, consider this scenario:  Two students have completed virtually identical degree programs in the field of health and fitness, including similar internship experiences.  They have both applied for a personal training position at a health and fitness club.  Only one of the students is certified.  Put yourself in the shoes of the hiring manager.  Whom would you hire?  Certainly other factors such as personality, communication skills and leadership potential will be important, but on paper the choice is easy.  Hire the candidate with the professional certification.  If both candidates are certified - even if by two different agencies - the employer’s decision will hinge on more subjective criteria.

 

Which Certifying Agencies Do Employers Prefer?

 

Employers in the health fitness profession are not consistent in their preferences for certifying organizations (Morgan, 1998).  In an interview, a fitness director for a regional chain of commercial health clubs based in McLean, Virginia, reported that certification requirements and preferences are at the discretion of each of the fitness directors in the company.  Although he referred to the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) as the “Yale” of certifying organizations, he has recommended other organizations to employees and potential employees, based in part on the individual’s prior knowledge, skills and experience. For example, some certifications may offer a practical component or offer fundamental skills training that would be especially useful to the novice instructor. 

 

Companies that require certification as a condition of employment may also specify which organization the certification must be from. For example, a national company that provides workforce wellness/fitness consulting and management services requires that new hires who are not already certified obtain and maintain certification within one year of being hired. According to a company spokesperson, the certification must be from the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), American Council on Exercise (ACE) or Aerobics & Fitness Association of America (AFAA).  In addition, some of their sites require specific certifications. The company provides employees with a professional development stipend to be used towards obtaining or maintaining certification through continuing education seminars or conferences.

 

 

Making a Decision on Certification

 

The following guidelines can help an individual decide which certification best meets his or her needs. 

 

 

(1) To determine if certification is needed, individuals should:

         Consider their career plans and whether certification will be necessary or simply advantageous. (For example, individuals working as independent contractors or those who are self-employed will need liability insurance that may require them to maintain a professional certification).

         Talk to fitness professionals working in settings in which they would like to be employed, and find out if they are certified and how their certification(s) has helped them in their careers. 

 

(2) To choose a certification organization, individuals should consider:

         How the certification will be used (working with special populations, working in a particular environment, to demonstrate general competency and marketability, etc.)

         What is expected from the certifying organization (networking, continuing education, liability insurance, etc.)

         Geographic areas where he or she may eventually be employed, and which certifications are recognized in those areas.  

 


The individual should also:

         Ask potential employers which certifications they require or prefer.

         Survey professionals in positions related to his or her career goals to find out which certifications they have.

         Contact the certifying organizations and ask about (1) their certifications and member services, (2) names of individuals whom they have certified, and (3) assistance and resources they have available for maintaining certification.

 

Benefits of Certification

 
Professional certification affords numerous advantages such as:

·         verifying an individual’s minimum level of knowledge, skills and abilities;

·         recognizing the individual’s commitment to professional standards;

·         aiding employers in identifying reputable candidates;

·         assuring that participants of health fitness programs receive safe and effective guidance based on national standards;

·         facilitating the marketability of the practitioner both for national mobility and a secure identity as a health fitness professional;

·         providing a continuing education system so practitioners remain current in their field (Eickhoff-Shemek, 1999).

 

What Agencies Offer Professional Certification?

 

The health fitness instructor certification, although variously termed by certifying agencies, is designed for the entry-level practitioner.  As such, it is an ideal way for health fitness professionals to promote themselves as dedicated and knowledgeable individuals in a highly competitive field. In fact, to compile and include in this article a current comprehensive directory of all health fitness certifications would be rather impossible.  The largest and best known certifying bodies include the following:

 

         American Council on Exercise (ACE)

         American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM)

         Aerobics & Fitness Association of America (AFFA)

         Cooper Institute for Aerobics Research (CIAR)

         International Fitness Institute (IFI)

         National Academy of Sports Medicine (NASM)

         National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA)

         National Sports Performance Association (NSPA) 

         Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA)

 

Of these, there are three in the industry that are affiliated with the National Organization for Competency Assurance (Schnirring, 2000), and are sometimes referred to as the “big three” (Cohen, 1996).  They are ACE, ACSM and NSCA.  

 

ACE’s mission is to promote active, healthy lifestyles with positive effects on the mind, body, and spirit and “to protect against unsafe and ineffective fitness products and instructions.”  ACE offers the Personal Trainer, Clinical Exercise Specialist, Group Fitness Instructor, and Lifestyle and Weight Management Consultant certifications in a written, independently proctored exam format.  While only the Exercise Specialist certification requires a bachelor’s degree, all certifications have a CPR prerequisite.  Additionally, certifications must be renewed after no more than two years upon completion and/or continuing education credits must be earned.

 

ACSM offers two tracks for the practitioner. For those in the fitness industry involved mostly with healthy individuals, there is the health and fitness track.  The clinical track is offered for professionals involved in rehabilitation of cardiac and pulmonary patients as well as exercise prescription for individuals with chronic disease such as diabetes.  The ACSM health and fitness track certifications include the Exercise Leader, Health Fitness Instructor, and Health Fitness Director.  The ACSM clinical track includes the Exercise Specialist and Program Director.  As with ACE, all ACSM certifications require a valid CPR card and either re-certification after four years or accumulation of continuing education credits.  Among the “big three” certifying organizations, a unique aspect of ACSM certification is ACSM’s practicum addition to the exam protocol, which is consistent with ACSM’s mission of  “promoting and integrating…practical applications…to maintain and enhance physical performance, fitness, health, and quality of life.”  The practicum section involves one-on-one testing and evaluation.

 

NSCA, a “worldwide authority on strength and conditioning for improved physical and athletic performance,” offers two certifications.  The Personal Trainer certification addresses the needs of the fitness instructor.  The Certified Strength and Conditioning Specialist (CSCS) designation is for those who develop strength and conditioning programs for athletes. Each require valid CPR cards, but only the CSCS requires a bachelor’s degree or current senior status to sit for the written exam.

 

The Future of Fitness Certification

 

Recently, a California senate bill (891) was rejected which would have required licensure of “Physio-technologists and Fitness Consultants.”  Supporters of the bill believed a standard of practice is needed to govern the provision of fitness services and competencies for fitness professionals.  At present, only Louisiana has passed legislation requiring exercise physiologists to become licensed, although similar efforts are underway in many other states.  The reasoning for such legislation is to safeguard the public from harm.  However, no research has been conducted to determine whether health fitness professionals expose consumers to specific dangers through their services (Herbert, 1998). 

 

ACSM has issued a statement of support for licensure. Additionally, ACSM’s latest edition of Health and Fitness Facility Standards and Guidelines (ACSM, 1997) has received intense peer review from numerous organizations including AFAA, YMCA, the President’s Council on Physical Fitness and Sports, and IHRSA.  ACSM has also proposed a national registration process for clinical exercise physiologists rather than state-by-state legislation, which may eliminate the need for any such licensure.

 

Academic Recognition

 

The ACE Personal Trainer, Group Fitness Instructor, Lifestyle & Weight Management Consultant, and Clinical Exercise Specialist Certification exams are now formally being recommended for college credit by the College Credit Recommendation Service, a branch of the American Council on Education. Approximately 1100 colleges and universities in the U.S. recognize these credit recommendations.  Students, however, must contact the appropriate school official, since each educational institution makes the final decision and students must successfully complete the exam in order to receive credit.  ACE is the first - and currently the only - organization to have such academic recognition for fitness certification examinations.

 

Consumer Awareness

 

It is not uncommon today for consumers of health fitness services and facilities to inquire about certification of instructors.  Although the average consumer may not know the differences among certifying organizations or particular certifications, they are likely to inquire and solicit references before investing in a trainer (Morgan, 1998).  In fact, it has been reported that physicians are checking experience and qualifications of personal trainers before making referrals.  Thus, holding a fitness certification may increase the likelihood of establishing a solid clientele base for the health and fitness professional.

 

Conclusion

 

The myriad fitness certifications and employer requirements and preferences may initially seem confusing to both current and future health fitness professionals.  However, upon examination of an individual’s professional goals, employment requirements, and geographic considerations, deciding which certification agency is made clearer.  Obtaining a fitness certification may put an instructor in an advantageous position, not only for being hired, but in soliciting referrals for his or her services. 

 

Contact Information for Several Health Fitness Certification Organizations

 


American Council on Exercise (ACE), 5820 Oberlin Drive, Suite 102, San Diego, CA 92121-3787; (800) 825-3636; (http://www.acefitness.org/)


American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), 401 W. Michigan Street, Indianapolis, IN 46202-3233; (317) 637-9200; (http://www.acsm.org/)


Aerobics & Fitness Association of America (AFAA), 15250 Ventura Blvd., Suite 200, Ventura, CA 91403-3297; (800) 446-2322; (http://www.afaa.com/)


National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), 1640 “L” Street, Suite G, Lincoln, NE 68508; (888) 746-CERT; (http://nsca-cc.org/)


Young Men’s Christian Association of the USA (YMCA), 101 North Wacker Drive, Chicago, IL 60606; (312) 977-0031; (http://www.ymca.net/) 
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