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ABSTRAcr 

This article recounts some of the initiatives 
undertaken by the American Statistical Association to 
decide whether it should offer certification to statisticians, 
and describes some of the features of the certification 
system under discussion. It also describes some of the 
arguments for and against certification that have been 
raised. It is suggested that this information may be 
helpful in addressing the issue of whether certification for 
SAS programmers is desirable. 

INTRODUCTION 

The debate on the certification of SAS* program­
mers has a close contemporary parallel within the Ameri­
can Statistical Association (ASA) , where discussions about 
the certification of statisticians have been underway for at 
least twenty years, and especially widespread and lively 
during this past year. As one weighs the advantages and 
drawbacks to SAS programmer certification, it seems 
worthwhile to recount some of the steps taken by the ASA 
to foster discussion of the issue, and to note some of the 
points raised thus far. 

SETTING UP THE DISCUSSION 

The ASA established a Committee on the Certifi­
cation of Statisticians to encourage discussion of the 
matter, to suggest ways in which certification might be 
implemented, and to identify both its desirable and 
undesirable aspects. The committee, chaired by Dr. 
Robert Parker of Vanderbilt University, set up an e-mail 
bulletin board through which ASA members and others 
could exchange their views on the topic, and used both 
regular meetings of the ASA and its affiliates as well as 
their publications to solicit further views and to apprise 
the public of the committee's activities and progress. One 
especially informative issue of the Amstat News (Novem­
ber 1993) carried a pair of articles, one arguing convinc­
ingly for certification, the other raising strong arguments 
against. (The latter article supplied e-mail addresses to 
which one could send votes against certification - not 
quite a 900 phone number, but the same idea.) An earlier 
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article (June 1993) in the same journal supplied a Certifi­
cation Interest Form, which a reader could fill out and 
mail to the committee to register his or her interest in 
becoming certified. As part of its feasibility studies, the 
committee met with several potential examination contrac­
tors, who recommended that an attempt be made to 
analyze the jobs of statisticians, to identify those skills 
necessary to be a successful statistical practitioner. 

The current committee has now completed its 
work, and has submitted a proposal for certification, some 
of the details of which are discussed below. This propos­
al was published in draft form in the July 1993 Amstat 
News, and supplemented thereafter in response to com­
ments the committee received. The proposal now rests 
with the ASA Board of Directors, which recently under­
took a broad mail survey of its membership to determine 
general attitudes toward certification and the approximate 
number of people who will seek it. It is likely that a new 
committee on certification will be appointed to carry on 
from here. 

ELEMENTS OF THE ASA'S PROPOSED CERTIFI­
CATION PROCESS 

The Board of Directors of the ASA resolved last 
December that "various sub-disciplines of statistics have 
different needs" and that "[t]o fulfill one such need the 
ASA should continue to work toward providing, as a 
service to qualified individuals who so request, certifica­
tion attesting to their competence in statistics." Thus a 
key feature of the process being contemplated is that it not 
be mandatory, and that statisticians who have other ways 
of establishing crechbility need not pursue certification. 
Certification therefore is quite distict from licensure. 

Other key features of the certification process 
proposed are (i) it will use both an enmination (to assess 
knowledge) and a portfolio (to assess experience); (ii) 
during its phase-in period, it will not require statisticians 
with sufficiently strong portfolios to take the examination 
in order to become certified; and (iii) certification will 
lapse after a fixed period, but can be renewed based on a 
current portfolio. 



Certification by portfolio would require submis­
sion of (i) a resume showing evidence of knowledge of 
statistics, (ii) evidence of active statistical practice for at 
least the most recent five years, (iii) a three-page type­
written statement from the applicant describing areas of 
significant recent professional experience, and (iv) the 
identities of three references familiar with the appIicant's 
work. The fee for certification would be about $200, and 
the duration of the certification would be about five years. 

KEY POINTS IN THE DISCUSSION 

As might be expected, some statisticians strongly 
favor certification, while others strongly oppose. Some 
of the more cogent arguments on each side are described 
below. 

What is the Point? 

The purposes of certification are several. At the 
grass roots level, certification is a badge of accomplish­
ment for the individual and an indication to a potential 
employer that this person has certain job-relevant skills. 
This has obvious benefits in helping insure that jobs 
needing statisticians are filled by people competent to do 
the work. Statistics is a broad ranging field, and unlike 
some disciplines such as law or medicine, many of its 
most able practitioners do not have college degrees in the 
discipline itself. Thus, while the MD or 10 degree 
almost always separates the physician or lawyer from the 
non-physician or non-lawyer. the professional economist. 
sociologist. engineer or.psychologist may be as or more 
competent at certain statistical applications than is another 
person holding a degree in statistics. Certification is a 
way that such practitioners can identify themselves to the 
public as qualified statisticians. 

On a grander scale, by helping distinguish 
persons who have good practical statistical knowledge 
from those who do not. certification should cause the 
quality of statistical work to improve. thus making society 
better off, and, perhaps as a byproduct. improving the 
public's perception of the profession_ Now more than 
ever before, it is easy for the novice to do complicated 
statistical calculations without fully understanding their 
implications, a circumstance that can lead to serious 
errors in research. manufacturing. public policy, public 
safety and justice. Certification may help reduce the 
incidence of such errors by making it less likely that 
employers will entrust such work to people incompetent 
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in statistics. Indeed, by instituting a certification process, 
the profession will signal to both its members and the 
general public its concern for ethical behavior and 
technical competence. an effect that should improve both 
the practice of statistics and its perception by the public. 

Why Won't it Work? 

Certification will require the establishment of an 
expensive and unnecessary bureaucracy, which ultimately 
will become the gatekeeper to the profession. Statisticians 
will feel pressured to become certified, and certification, 
though not mandatory at first, will become the defacto 
standard for the profession. This is especially undesirable 
in a field such as statistics, which is so extremely diverse 
that no certification test can reasonably cover all of the 
facets most important to at least some specialties, nor, 
even if this were possible, could any statistician reason­
ably be expected to have knowledge so broad. Further­
more the process would tend to cause training programs 
in statistics to focus only on that codified body of knowl­
edge necessary to gain certification, thus stultifying the 
educational process and depriving society of the most 
creative statisticians to come. 

Any practical certification test will be 50 elemen­
tary that it will not SCreeD out people incapable of han­
dling the kinds of complex problems one faces outside the 
classroom. Thus, certification runs the risk of endorsing 
people who cannot do good statistical work, and the 
employer who relies on the certification credential will be 
sorely disappointed. Indeed, it is the weakest members of 
the profession who have the most to gain by certification; 
the strong do not need it, for their abilities are or soon 
will be known. 

Furthermore, the practice of statistics is so 
widespread that any attempt at this point to regulate it will 
be in vain. Certification is a step toward forming a guild, 
but unlike other guilds, the tenets of the statistical profes­
sion are now so widely known and ingrained in other 
professions that any attempt by statisticians to reclaim 
those tenets and place their application solely in the hands 
of persons anointed by the certification process will be 
met with disinterested shrugs from others who use them 
daily and well. 

The best way to improve the practice of statistics 
is to do good work, not to devise artificial seals of 
approval. Good work is the result of good training, both 
of statisticians and of people who employ statisticians. It 
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is along these lines that the energies of the ASA should be 
directed, rather than to the establishment of a new 
bureaucracy. 

CONCLUSION: SOME THOUGHTS REGARDING 
SAS CERTIFICATION 

Many of the points made above regarding the 
certification of statisticians can be paraphrased to apply 
more or less directly to the certification of SAS program­
mers. If certification is to be given thorough and dispas­
sionate discussion, that discussion needs to be organized 
and mediated by a Committee from a professional associa­
tion such as SUGI, to make sure that all sides are fairly 
heard, and that a position on the issue is fashioned that 
has the support of a substantial portion of the community 
of SAS programmers. If the certification debate within 
the statistical community is any guide, there will be strong 
arguments put forth by strong voices on each side of the 
issue. 

One important difference between statisticians 
and SAS programmers is that the former already have a 
type of certification in the college degree system, whereas 
no institution of which I am aware offers a degree in SAS 
programming. This may be one of the more compelling 
arguments in favor of SAS certification. 
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