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When I decided to write this piece, I wanted to say that
assessments were evolving, but in general, I don’t believe
they are. I think we are “stuck” using many of the same
tools (e.g., Excel, R, SPSS, SAS, online survey applications,
qualitative and quantitative methods) and following the
same validation guidelines and arguments. I do confess,
the latter is especially important for providing a fair and
legally defensible assessment. The question is: can we
develop examinations that measure the breadth and depth
needed to ensure that one person is competent while
maintaining fairness and rigor (e.g., validity, reliability)? 

While I do believe we are “stuck” at the present moment, I
think assessments will evolve with technological
innovations, including AI, wireless brain communication,
and small, portable, affordable bio- and brain-detection
systems. The brain measures will be scored to interpret
individual performance with much greater precision and in
less time, as I predict (see Lesson 7 below). So, I stay tuned
for a tipping point here. 

So what lessons will I be sharing then? I want to share
practical lessons I have learned from real-world
assessment transformations across healthcare,
technology, and professional certification organizations
that I have been involved with or have an idea about after
20 years of doing this. These are lessons learned that can
begin to spark an evolution and move the industry to think
and practice differently in these areas and perhaps more
effectively to support a more competent workforce. 

Lessons Learned on Evolving
Assessment Models in the Certification
& Credentialing Industry



Lesson 1: Assessment Strategy Is Critical – So Do it Before,
Not Afterwards

Too many certification programs treat assessment strategy as
an afterthought, something to be considered once the exam is
written or the blueprint is approved. That approach almost
guarantees misalignment, weak defensibility, and poor
decision-making downstream.

I often see organizations creating certification programs
without fundamental components such as scope, purpose,
target audience, alignment with current and future products
(e.g., stackable credentials, microcredentials, badging,
training/education, aides), key internal and external
stakeholders (e.g., marketing and communication team
leadership, external seminal individuals), B2B strategies,
endorsements, and many others. These components are
critical in the development of many exam development
activities, business inputs, and decisions. Certification is a
unique product in which positive revenue may never be
achieved, so the value of ensuring a competent professional is
identified and communicated effectively is clear. 

A credible assessment strategy must be planned intentionally
from the start, clearly described to stakeholders, rigorously
reported, and consistently executed over time. Planning
defines what competence looks like and how it will be
measured. Description creates transparency and shared
understanding. Reporting turns data into insight. Execution is
where credibility is either earned or lost. Miss any one of these,
and the entire system becomes fragile.

Strong programs recognize that assessment strategy is not a
document, it’s an operational discipline. It connects job
analysis to test design, scoring to governance, and product to
various teams to communicate and promote the value. When
assessment decisions are well planned, clearly articulated,
properly documented, and executed, certification bodies gain
internal confidence and external trust. Regulators, employers,
and candidates can see not just that decisions were made, but
why they were made and how they are supported by evidence,
including business decisions. In an environment of increasing
scrutiny, this level of discipline is no longer optional, it is the
foundation of a defensible, future-ready credential.
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Begin the assessment strategy before any assessment
development activities start.
Clearly define scope, purpose, and target audience prior to
any activities
Ensure alignment between certification and current/future
product offerings (e.g., stackable credentials,
microcredentials, badging, training).
Identify and engage key internal and external stakeholders
early (e.g., marketing, leadership, SMEs, influencers, B2B
partners).
Define competence (for assessment products and services)
explicitly before determining how it will be measured.
Treat assessment strategy as an operational discipline, not
a one-time document.
Intentionally plan, clearly describe, rigorously report, and
consistently execute assessment decisions.
Document not only what decisions were made, but why
they were made and how they are supported by evidence.
Recognize that certification’s primary value is credibility
and professional competence. And it is not guaranteed
revenue.
Consider engaging an experienced credentialing
professional to guide strategy development.



Lesson 2: Focus on Outcomes Rather than Relying only on
KSAOs of the Job Analysis. 

Outcomes matter in a job analysis because work does not
exist in a vacuum, jobs exist to produce results. Focusing
on outcomes clarifies why a role exists and what success
looks like when the job is performed competently. Tasks
describe activity; outcomes describe value (e.g., AERE’s C-
Suite Big 5 Outcomes - increasing revenue, decreasing
costs, efficiency, quality, customer service). Without
outcomes, job analyses drift into exhaustive but shallow
inventories of duties that obscure what truly matters,
which, by the way, is minimal to develop an examination
outline (test specification, exam specification) . By
defining outcomes, we highlight the consequences of
performance, especially failure, and can identify which
aspects of the job carry the greatest risk, responsibility,
and impact. This is what separates meaningful job analysis
from clerical documentation. In fact, when we develop
competency models, we also focus on those common
incompetencies to determine the common failures, which
is incredibly useful and aligns with an individual's and an
organization's needs. 

An outcomes-based approach also provides the structural
backbone for everything that follows the job analysis.
Competency models, training programs, performance
metrics, and assessments only have integrity when they
are traceable to outcomes that matter in the real world.
When outcomes are explicit, we can defensibly specify the
knowledge, skills, and judgment required to achieve them
reliably, under real conditions, and at an acceptable level
of quality. This strengthens validity, supports legal and
professional defensibility, and keeps workforce decisions
grounded in evidence rather than tradition or intuition. In
short, outcomes turn job analysis from a descriptive
exercise into a decision-enabling one. For these reasons,
when we develop competency models, we identify
outcomes which can be analyzed across the various levels
(e.g., novice, intermediate, expert).  Therefore, outcomes
are incredibly important as we evolve assessments – a list
of KSAOs along with outcomes as they relate to each
other. 
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Focus on outcomes to clarify why a role exists and what
competent performance actually delivers.
Distinguish between tasks (activity) and outcomes
(value and impact).
Avoid over-reliance on exhaustive KSAO lists that
obscure what truly matters for performance.
Identify high-risk, high-impact outcomes to prioritize
what should be measured and assessed.
Use outcomes to reveal consequences of failure, not
just descriptions of work.
Align competency models, training, performance
metrics, and assessments directly to real-world
outcomes.
Define the knowledge, skills, and judgment required to
achieve outcomes reliably and at acceptable quality
levels.
Analyze outcomes across competency levels (e.g.,
novice, intermediate, expert) to support developmental
pathways.
Incorporate both KSAOs and outcomes into
examination/blueprint specifications 
Use outcomes to transform job analysis from a
descriptive exercise into a defensible, decision-
enabling framework.



Lesson 3: Maintaining Competency – The Broken World of
Recertification

Is how we certify credential holders broken? Yes! I have
seen so many programs that have poor rationales and
justifications for the type of recertification activities and
how many or how many hours (or other metric) support
their decisions. All of these practices create potentially
incompetent individuals whom someone who initially
takes the certification would encounter. The primary
question is whether someone who has completed these
activities for this amount of time would be able to pass the
current examination. And should they pass the current
examination set at a higher passing standard (score)? We
conduct studies like this to validate the recertification
activities. 

Maintaining competency was never meant to be a box-
checking exercise, yet that’s exactly what recertification
has become in far too many certification programs. We’ve
built systems that reward attendance/participation over
ability, time served over skills demonstrated, and
compliance over competence. Professionals collect
continuing education credits like airline miles, often
disconnected from what they actually do on the job, while
employers and the public assume that a renewed
credential indicates continued competency or a level
higher than when they initially earned the certification. It
doesn’t. In a fast-changing world, knowledge decays,
practice evolves, and roles shift. When recertification fails
to reflect those realities, it quietly erodes the very trust
credentials are supposed to protect. In other words, the
value is lost. 

If credentials are to remain relevant, recertification must
move from focusing on making it easier for the
certification holder to do so to a defensible, evidence-
driven process that genuinely supports professionals'
competency, safeguards the public, and restores
confidence in what it means to be “currently competent.”
So, hire a professional to ensure that your recertification
program is valid by conducting quality research.
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Question whether your recertification model truly reflects
continued competence, or merely compliance.
Avoid “box-checking” systems that reward attendance over
demonstrated ability.
Do not assume that continuing education hours equate to
maintained or improved performance, and the candidate is
minimally qualified/competent.
Regularly evaluate whether recertified individuals could pass
the current examination, especially at an appropriate or
elevated standard.
Align recertification requirements with real-world practice
changes, evolving knowledge, and role shifts.
Validate recertification activities through defensible research
and empirical studies.
Prioritize high-impact competencies and risks when designing
maintenance requirements.
Ensure that recertification protects the public and reinforces
employer trust.
Move from convenience-driven renewal models to evidence-
driven competency assurance.
Engage experienced credentialing and psychometric
professionals to design and validate your recertification
framework.



Lesson 4: Focus on Developing Future Certifications at a
Lower Competency Level

Most certification programs develop their next certification
at a higher competency level and continue in this manner
until someone realizes there is no volume to support a
revenue stream.  In addition, the future of certification
depends on recognizing lower competency not as a
weakness, but as an entry point. When we ignore early-stage
competence, we force programs to choose between being
inaccessible or irrelevant. New entrants, career changers,
and emerging roles need credentials that reflect what they
can safely and meaningfully do now, not what experts
mastered after ten years on the job. Designing certification
only at the top end creates artificial barriers, shrinks
pipelines, and leaves entire segments of the workforce
uncertified and unsupported.

A smarter approach is to intentionally design future
certifications from the ground up, starting with lower
competency and building upward. That means clearly
defining foundational outcomes, minimum safe practice,
and realistic performance expectations, then mapping
progressive pathways toward advanced competence. When
done well, this approach strengthens the entire
credentialing ecosystem: candidates see a future, employers
gain clarity, and certification bodies remain relevant in a
world that increasingly demands flexibility without
sacrificing rigor.

So, is it worth developing credentials at a higher level,
maybe after the lower-level competency ones have been
developed to support more of a need and help the
certification organization survive and meet revenue
requirements to sustain itself? 
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Avoid building only upward, higher-level certifications
alone rarely sustain volume or long-term revenue.
Recognize lower competency certifications as
strategic entry points, not diluted standards.
Design credentials that reflect what individuals can
safely and meaningfully perform (public welfare and
safety) now, not only expert-level mastery.
Reduce artificial barriers that shrink pipelines and
exclude emerging professionals.
Define foundational outcomes and minimum safe
practice clearly before building advanced pathways.
Create progressive certification ladders that map
realistic development from novice to expert.
Strengthen workforce pipelines by supporting new
entrants and career changers.
Align credential design with market demand and
organizational sustainability.
Preserve rigor while increasing accessibility through
structured competency tiers.
Develop higher-level credentials strategically, after
establishing lower-level programs that support
ecosystem growth and financial viability.



Lesson 5: Microcredentials – Is it Worth It or a Waste of
Time? 

For years, as a psychometrician, I did not understand how a
competency-based certification could be reduced to a
smaller number of exam items, potentially compromising
the reliability or soundness of the exam. However, I recalled
that when we administered clinical personality assessments
as therapists, we used short versions, some with fewer than
10 items, while still providing a sound validity argument.
While I remain on the fence, I can see how a stackable
microcredentials model with earning all microcredentials
can be a competency-based path equivalent to a full
certification but that can progress along the career
continuum, and therein lies the value, measuring
competency along the career path. 

The more I examined microcredentials through a job-
analysis and outcomes lens, the more the conversation
shifted from item counts to decision purpose. A
microcredential is not, and should not pretend to be, a
compressed version of a high-stakes certification. Its value
lies in the precision of the claim it makes. When the
outcomes are narrow, observable, and well-defined, tied to
a discrete set of tasks or decisions, the assessment burden
can justifiably be lighter without being psychometrically
irresponsible. In other words, validity is not a function of
length alone; it is a function of alignment between the
competency claim, the evidence collected, and the
inference drawn.

That said, microcredentials become problematic when
organizations use them as a marketing shortcut rather than
a measurement strategy. Fragmentation without coherence
leads to credential inflation, learner confusion, and
employer skepticism. A well-designed microcredential
ecosystem must be intentionally scaffolded,
psychometrically governed, and anchored to a defensible
competency framework. When done right, microcredentials
are not a waste of time, they are a modular expression of
professional growth. 

When done poorly, they are little more than digital merit
badges. The difference is not philosophical; it is
methodological.

So, when strategically implemented, a microcredential can
be an evolution, as it offers an easier way for the candidate
to earn a credential. 
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Length is not the enemy, misalignment is. Short
assessments can support defensible decisions when
the competency claim is narrow, the outcomes are
explicit (see above), and the evidence is fit for purpose.
But the validity argument with a few total exam items
can weaken your validity argument.
Microcredentials must make modest, precise claims.
The moment a microcredential overreaches, implying
full occupational competence (a person can do a job –
typically it may be able to support claims that it can
show minimally competency in an specific area of the
job and not the entire job), it undermines its own
credibility.
Stackability is a design principle, not a marketing
slogan. Microcredentials only work when they are
intentionally sequenced, governed, and cumulatively
mapped to a broader competency framework, rather
than designed solely to join a club of marketed
unvalidated products. 
Validity arguments scale down, but they do not
disappear. Fewer items require more rigor in defining
outcomes, task relevance, and decision rules, not less.
Employer trust is the real barometer. If employers
cannot quickly understand what a microcredential
represents and how it differs from a certification, the
credential has already failed. And it often competes
with the existing certifications when introduced. 
Microcredentials are neither a panacea nor a waste of
time. They are a tooland like any tool in assessment,
their value depends entirely on how responsibly they
are designed, implemented, and interpreted



Lesson 6: Meeting an Accreditation Standard Is the Floor,
Not the Ceiling 

Many organizations fail to understand that earning
accreditation status does not mean you stop there, as
many credentialing standards focus on continued
improvement. As an ANAB ISO/IEC 17024 assessor, I see
many new accredited programs realize that the standard
can help their organization with continuous improvement.

However, while they may recognize this, some don’t
immediately or at all implement improvement, and this
could be for a number of reasons (e.g., a small-staffed
program). 

In credentialing, accreditation is often treated as the finish
line rather than the starting point. Organizations work
tirelessly to demonstrate compliance, assemble
documentation, and earn the accreditation status, only to
exhale and quietly revert to business as usual. While
accreditation standards are essential for protecting the
public and ensuring baseline quality, they are intentionally
written to be minimum thresholds. They define what must
be in place, not what good, innovative, or future-ready
credentialing looks like. Confusing compliance with
excellence is one of the most persistent risks in our field.

The organizations that truly lead do not ask, “Are we
compliant?” but rather, “Are our decisions defensible,
relevant, and improving?” Accreditation does not
guarantee meaningful outcomes, employer trust, or
candidate value, it simply affirms that foundational
safeguards are in place. Going beyond the standard
requires continuous investment in job analysis quality,
outcome clarity, assessment design, and post-launch
evaluation. Accreditation may get you in the room, but it is
psychometric rigor, transparency, and responsiveness to
the profession that ultimately earn credibility.
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Accreditation establishes minimum expectations, not
always best practices
Compliance should trigger reflection and
improvement, not complacency.
Standards cannot replace thoughtful judgment and
professional accountability.
Ongoing validation and outcome review matter more
than passing a single audit.
True credibility is earned through sustained rigor, not
earning accreditation.



Lesson 7: Neuroassessments Can Be The Next Future
Disrupter 

For almost a century, we have relied on self-report,
multiple-choice testing, interviews, and performance
simulations as proxies for competence, readiness, and
potential. They have been valid and with MCQs meet the
business and candidate needs, but let’s be honest: they
require a lot of inference, asking people what they know
when we almost always estimate what they know, and time
to develop, so we are guessing they will be competent with
a degree of X% confidence. 

And all of this measuring occurs at one point and time
rather than continuously. Neuroassessments flip that model
on its head. Instead of asking people what they know or can
do, we begin to observe how the brain actually processes
information, attention, working memory, cognitive load,
emotional regulation, and decision-making under pressure.
This is no longer science fiction. Advances in EEG, eye-
tracking, reaction-time analytics, and AI-driven pattern
recognition now make it possible to measure cognitive
functioning directly, continuously, and with a level of
objectivity traditional assessments simply cannot match.

The real disruption is not that Neuroassessments will
supplement existing assessments,it’s that they may
ultimately replace them in many high-stakes contexts.
When we can directly observe cognitive efficiency,
adaptability, fatigue, and stress responses in real time, the
value of proxy measures declines rapidly. Credentials of the
future may be grounded less in what someone claims to
know and more in neural patterns consistently associated
with expert performance.
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Assessment is moving closer to biology, not further
into abstraction.
Proxy/inference measures (tests, surveys, interviews,
observations) will lose dominance as direct cognitive
evidence becomes viable.
Validity will increasingly be defined by observed
cognitive functioning, not just response data that has
to be inferred.
Neuroassessments will shift credentials from static
snapshots to dynamic, continuous measurement.
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