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Summary:

This paper examines certification of a usability professional as proceeding in terms of: (1) personal knowledge, (2) skills and occupational experience, (3) subscription to a code of professional ethics.

As I understand it, the main objective is to reach some kind of scheme of personal certification for people who work in the field of user-centred design/ user testing/ interaction design. For want of a better term, we describe this as 'Usability Professional' although there seems to be some disagreement on this term.

From a web page about the IEEE certification scheme for Software Development Professionals:

"Certification implies an assurance that an individual possesses a specific knowledge or skill level pertaining to an occupation." (www.computer.org/certification/)

It seems to be accepted that the ISO standard 13 407 is the common level of agreement about what kinds of activities should take place in order for an organisation to be able to say it has carried out user-centred design in its processes. It also seems to be accepted that ISO 13 407 defines the common frame of understanding of the knowledge and skills a person doing user-centred design should have, although I am not sure that everyone outside this group understands quite what 13 407 says either for organisations or for people.

Most certification bodies assess the possession of knowledge certainly by means of an exam:

"After completion of education and skills development, a professional must pass one or more exams that assure he or she has attained a minimum level of knowledge. Doctors take board exams. Accountants take CPA exams. Professional engineers take a Fundamentals of Engineering exam at college graduation and then take an engineering speciality exam about four years later." (www.computer.org/certification/FactorFiction.htm)

Level of skill or 'professionalism' is assessed by the career experience of the person being certified:

"Initial certification will typically involve.. . some combination of education and relevant experience."

This is from a web site of an organisation that specialises in accrediting certification schemes in the private sector (see www.cpc-online.net/page/cpcstandards.html - they also mention testing of skill and knowledge for purposes of certification.)

The recent discussion on the role of the SFIA structure highlights the difference between an organisation’s view of an individual, and that individual’s view of their knowledge and competencies.  For instance, in order to work at level 4, SFIA says that the individual must be able to

Work(s) under general direction within a clear framework of accountability.

Now, unless one puts an individual into a situation where they can be observed ‘working within a clear framework of accountability’ this is impossible to judge simply from an examination of the knowledge and skills of the individual concerned or their CV to date.  In many cases, we will find that a person’s ability to work and their skill and knowledge are orthogonal. However, we can say, that if an individual possesses a certain level of knowledge and/or skills, then they are capable of working ‘under general direction.. .’ etc.  The personal assessment is in terms of their skill and knowledge; their corporate assessment is whether they have enough skill, knowledge, temperament, personality and enthusiasm to enable them to work at a certain level.

Thus the immediate certification of an individual must be in terms of the extent of their knowledge and skills, as I have elsewhere suggested.  If it is required by one of the stakeholders in the process (the employers) that there be a linkage to SFIA, then this should be explicit.  Not everybody who is a Usability Professional will have either the opportunity or the wish to work in an organisation.

Finally, in order to ensure that certified individuals can take their place in the workforce without bringing discredit to their colleagues, and to maintain the highest standards, we have subscription to a code of ethics: 

Professional Ethics concerns one's conduct of behaviour and practice when carrying out professional work. Such work may include consulting, researching, teaching and writing. The institutionalisation of Codes of Conduct and Codes of Practice is common with many professional bodies for their members to observe... It must be noted that there is a distinction between a profession such as Information Systems, and controlled professions such as Medicine and Law, where the loss of membership may also imply the loss of the right to practice.(From a page about codes of ethics for the IT industry - www.cityu.edu.uk/is/ethics/ethics.htm.) 

Some of the recent discussion with regard to an individual's ability to properly represent the profession centres more appropriately on the concept of a code of ethics. On a page to do with ethics in general (www.ethicsweb.ca/codes) we see:

Why have a Code of Ethics? 

· to define accepted/acceptable behaviours; 

· to promote high standards of practice; 

· to provide a benchmark for members to use for self evaluation; 

· to establish a framework for professional behaviour and responsibilities; 

· as a vehicle for occupational identity; 

· as a mark of occupational maturity. 

A useful compendium of codes of professional behaviour can be found on www.ethics.ubc.ca/resources/professional/codes.html.

I particularly drawn your attention to the work of my colleague Dr RB Swain, who in the European Psychologist, 5.1, pp 19-27 gives an account of ‘Awareness and Decision Making in Professional Ethics.’  He was one of the people who helped revise the professional code of ethics for the Psychological Society of Ireland: www.psihq.org/1Codeofprofessionalethics.htm and he also pointed me to a code of professional ethics for test administrators: www.intestcom.org/test_use_full.htm

A code of ethics should also cover the kinds of behaviour expected of individuals at various SFIA levels, in order that the individual should know clearly what is expected of them, and that an employer should be able to know ‘what is inside the package’ when they do employ a person at a given level, or at all.  Here is where an interface with ISO 18 529 (the organisations’ eye view of 13 407) would be most interesting.

My suggestion therefore is that not everything should be thrown into a discussion of ‘personal skills’ but that we should be able to define a Usability Professional by means of:

· An appropriate examination of knowledge of 13 407

· Demonstration of skills needed to back up this knowledge

· Curriculum vitae demonstrating experience in the area defined by 13 407

· Code of professional conduct (or ethics) which describes how a Usability Professional should behave

In addition, in order to give guidance to organisations wishing to employ people as Usability Professionals we should include a table indicating what kinds of personal profiles we consider will be relevant to levels of employment.  A suggestion would be to try to reconcile the person-centric assessment given in my UP document with the SFIA scheme.

On the IEEE & ACM Software Engineering Code of Ethics and Professional Practice (www.computer.org/certification/ethics.htm) we find:

The time is right to get serious about this. As software becomes increasingly dominant in the IT industry, and, indeed, in everything else, there is an obvious need for a professional-level recognition. Far too much is placed on particular credentials for specific products or applications without regard to the bigger picture. The result is poorly engineered software projects.

Certification for a Usability Professional should not dwell on specific techniques or be confined to specific areas within information systems: Usability Professionals should be the people who can be relied upon always to ‘see the bigger picture.’

