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ver the last couple
years, I've seen a vast
increase in the num-

ber of requests for
proposals (RFPs) and job postings
that require certifications or cre-
dentialing at both the individual
and organizational levels. These
range from certifications on specif-
ic tools and technologies to broad-
based methodology competen-
cies. In an ever-escalating pattern,
theyre being abused by all parties
concerned. The process is over-
whelmingly becoming a “check off
the box” feel-good exercise, with
decreasing value as the process it-
self devolves. I've asked executives
if they really achieve value from
these mandates (either perceptible
or measurable). Their answers are
a bit unsettling, and the entire
situation certainly requires a “get
well” program for CIOs.

There are plenty of zealots on
both sides of the argument who
will not step back and accept the
reality of the situation. But if they
want tangible examples, I'll be
only too sorry to produce them.
To be very clear about the prem-
ise behind this article: I value
credentials but am appalled by
the rampant and escalating abuse
and abdication or responsibility
around this topic.
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The Broken, Expensive,
Ineffective Process

Let’s start with the most cited
abuse: “paper certifications.” Your
credentialed candidate has done
the reading and testing to be cer-
tified and is now “book learned.”
You have an open position and have
mandated those credentials. The
perfect candidate will have both
credentials and experience, but
does your interview process ensure
that’s what you'll get? Some certifi-
cations are truly crushing to obtain
and are not the kind of test you can
pencil-whip your way through—for
example, the Cisco Certified Net-
work Engineer (CCNE) exam. This
is greatly outnumbered, though, by
the vast array of product and meth-
odology certifications that can be
had for the investment of a short
week and a few hundred dollars.

If you think youTre S0/50 in
weeding out the bad, multiply the
number of new hires in your or-
ganization this year by .5, times
their average salary, times about
.3 (for the three or four months of
on-the-job training they’ll need to
make them useful). Let’s be kind;
assume there are no other costs be-
cause they're perfect learners and
don’t mess anything up along the
way. The resulting number is your
minimum annual cost for that poor
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process. With the current economy
and pool of solid, experienced tal-
ent, you have no excuse for not get-
ting the hiring process right.
While the processes to leverage
individual certification are costly,
the mistakes on project require-
ments are much more expensive.
As an example, let’s assume you
have a large project heading into
the RFP stage. Youre going to
require that the winning firm is
CMM certified above a certain
level. At the same time, youre
driving the process to get the best
output at the lowest cost. You run
through the process and select a
firm that offers the best balance
of price, scope, capability, and of
course proper credentials. It starts
the project, and before long, you
notice that certain “best practices”
are missing. When you question
the vendor, you hear either, “Yes,
our firm is CMMS3, but that is an-
other division, not our group,” or
“We're CMM3 certified, but to
get our bid to your number, we
can’t follow those practices,” or
the ever-popular “We're CMM3
certified, but your directions are
forcing our team to abandon those
practices.”
You and the vendor can argue
who is to blame. But while you
(continued on p. 63)
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(continued from p. 64)

might not have caused these sce-
narios, you certainly could have
stopped them. Solid controls in
the RFP process can avert the
first two example mistakes. These
can be solved with simple ques-
tions (written and verbal) as well
as contractual commitments and
penalties. The third excuse, how-
ever, can only be managed while
your project is in progress. You
need a solid project monitoring
and control effort and a detailed
change-control process that en-
sures you know when the ven-
dor begins to lighten the load.
Then you can determine the cost/
benefit/risk of such moves. Al-
though I cited CMM in the pre-
vious example, I could substitute
many other acronyms.

Checking Off the Box?

[ wouldn’t want to play the blame
game here, only because there’s
too much to go around. CIOs
drive their organizations to re-
quire and select firms and individ-
uals on the basis of certifications,
but are doing a poor job of own-
ing the responsibility of ensuring
they're properly vetted and lever-
aged. Vendors get certifications at
the individual and organizational
levels to make themselves more
appealing but often show little
backbone or ethics in being clear
on the connection between the
hypothetical certs and the real-
ity of a given proposal. Both sides
are busy checking off boxes in the
name of best practices and abdi-
cating their responsibility to be
diligent and cautious.

As a CIO, I completely under-
stand the need for certifications
and credentials as a baseline to
evaluate the vast array of vendors
that show up at my door every
month. I also understand the need
to balance the costs of moving
through a continuum of various
certification models (few firms

can afford to actually execute at
CMMS, for example). As a consul-
tant, I also see the need to offer a
spectrum of solutions (leveraging
certification best practices or not)
while meeting customers’ pricing
needs. But we must call this pro-
cess what it is—nearly completely
broken.

After almost 30 years, I have
trouble finding a direct correla-
tion (or even any cause-effect)
between the rise in certifications
and the quality of I'T delivery. We
need to break the cycle, accept that
the emperor has no clothes, and
move on to the tougher stage—the
solution.

Get Well

If you're going to require certifica-
tions, you must ensure those man-
dates have an impact by setting
targets and measuring outcomes.
For individual certifications, it
would be great to be able to do a
better job during the interview
process, but the more reliable
impact will come from measur-
ing new-hires against your needs/
targets during a “probationary”
period. This will require some
work to define your goals—all of
which you can and should share
during the interviews. As for
corporate-level certifications, I've
already noted that we can resolve
most of these risks through a more
deliberate, transparent, document-
ed selection and contract process.
Likewise, any project sent out for
RFP that has a mandated meth-
odology or framework required
should also clearly note how much
of that implementation is really
expected and/or budgeted. Once
a project begins, having a sponsor
or project management office that
regularly reports on what has been
“implemented” versus “contract-
ed,” along with a solid change-
request process, can help provide
early detection and correction.

propose a challenge. At your

next team meeting, put this

topic on your agenda and
gather input from your teams.
Give yourself a score on your cur-
rent capabilities in acquiring and
leveraging certifications. Propose
and discuss my recommendations
with your team, and see if you be-
lieve they would have a positive
impact on your enterprise. At a
minimum, these discussions will
raise awareness and visibility.
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