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Abstract

Project management (PM) is one of many occupations following a path to professionalization that includes voluntary certification. It has been
said that certification, and especially voluntary certification, can be seen as an approach to being good by improving our competence in the
profession, or a means to looking good, essentially signaling the capabilities of the holder. Based on self-determination theory, we contribute to
this discussion the notion of feeling good whereby certification provides a way to challenge one's capabilities, provide self-actualization, and a
sense of worth. Using two sets of survey responses, collected 10 years apart (2004 and 2014), we assess whether there are differences in the
demographics of those seeking voluntary project management certification, and the motivations (expected benefits), and realized benefits
associated with this certification, at these two points in time. Demographically, the people with certification and those not pursuing certification did
not exhibit any significant differences in either time period. Analyses indicate that feeling good and being good are the main motivators but
participants pursuing certification in 2014 reported lower levels of motivations and received more benefit than those in 2004. Comparing responses
as to why professionals pursue voluntary PM certification across a decade span, gives us an indication of how these perceptions may be changing
with the increased popularity of the certification. We compare these findings to similar studies examining other volunteer certifications and
conclude by discussing the potential impact of these changes from the perspective of the individuals seeking certification, the occupation, and
certifying organizations.
© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. APM and IPMA. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Voluntary certification has been a growing phenomenon in a
number of fields that has only recently given rise to interest
with respect to its impact on our understanding of professions
and career development. Voluntary certification is now well
established in such fields as purchasing and logistics, IT
Management, human resource management, and project
management (PM). In 2006, Hansen estimated that there were
over 1600 voluntary certifications offered in the United States
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alone. In contrast to more established professions (e.g. law,
accounting, teaching), where one is not allowed to practice
unless one is certified (licensed), these varied professionals
make a decision to pursue certification after assessing the
perceived costs and benefits associated with the decision
(Lipner et al., 2006). However, there are few studies which
systematically investigate the internal and external stimuli for
voluntary certification (see for example, Byrne et al., 2004;
Lester and Dwyer, 2012) and empirical research on the value of
voluntary certification is equally rare (Aguinis and
Lengnick-Hall, 2012). Likewise, there are very few studies
examining the realization of expected benefits from such
voluntary certification (Fertig et al., 2009; Morris et al., 2006a).
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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1 See Association of Project Management Announcement here: https://www.
apm.org.uk/news/apm-receives-its-royal-charter
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This study addresses this gap in our understanding of the
growth of voluntary certification. Using two samples of
certified project managers, we examine the motivation for,
and benefits received from, PM certification. We conducted
surveys in 2004, and again, in 2014, collecting information on
why people sought out certification and what they thought they
gained from the process. Looking at the two sets of data, at two
points in time, allows us to observe changes in motivations and
benefits over a decade which witnessed unprecedented growth
in this particular certification, and in voluntary certification in
general. Drawing on self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan,
2000), and empirical studies from a variety of emerging
professions (such as nursing, accounting, human resources, and
communications), we interpret these changes to provide
insights into the future of PM certification. These insights are
important to PM practitioners, organizations employing project
managers, and the professional associations that have
established themselves as the global sources of PM knowledge
as well as other occupations following the voluntary certifica-
tion path.

2. What is voluntary certification and why is it important

Certification can be defined as “any type of recognized
third-party assessment: professional certification, certification
by occupational associations or union apprenticeship programs,
proprietary certification, voluntary certifications provided by
independent bodies, and certificates from reputable skill
training agencies” (Fertig et al., 2009). Voluntary certification
is different from occupational licensing (Wiley, 1995), as the
latter is mandatory and required by law to practice a particular
occupation such as law, accounting or medicine. Voluntary
certification of employee competencies is a rapidly growing
and widespread occupational practice in most western labor
markets (Hordern, 2015; Wilkinson et al., 2016). This type of
certification is growing at an accelerated rate (Higgins and
Hallström, 2007; Carter, 2005) in the 21st century.

Certification is often presented as a way to attest to worker
competency, foster employee development, and ultimately
improve work performance (Richardson, 2016; Kleiner, 2006;
Phillips, 2004). In many ways, it is often presented as an
uncontroversial good for both employees and organizations
(Shackman, 2015; Lengnick-Hall and Aguinis, 2012). Certifi-
cation is often considered a step on the road to professional-
ization of any occupation. According to the Trait Theory of
professions (Wilensky, 1964), the professionalization of an
occupation normally entails the development of certain traits
including development of a body of knowledge, distinguished
skills, documented training, controlled entry (through certifi-
cation and or licensing), and ethical rules of behavior (Higgins
and Hallström, 2007). However, recent research (Albert, 2017;
Haskins et al., 2011; de los Ríos et al., 2010; Varma et al.,
2006) has also identified a set of alternative reasons for
pursuing certification, including sometimes as a symbol to use
in impression management, to acquire legitimacy, and to
improve reputational capital without actually changing prac-
tices or performance.
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2.1. Voluntary certification in PM

Voluntary certification in PM has expanded rapidly in the
last 30 years (Pinto and Winch, 2016). In 1984, PMI
introduced the world's first certification program for project
managers. Other project management professional associations
quickly joined the certification effort. IPMA introduced its
certification in the early 2000s (Foti, 2001). These PM
professional associations positioned certification as a credential
that sets the project management professional apart from other
non-certified applicants in terms of project management
competences and as a first step on the road to professionaliza-
tion (Blomquist and Söderholm, 2002). PM associations for
many years followed a stated goal of professionalization.
Project managers have been encouraged to adopt professional
attitudes towards project management to facilitate the creation
of a project management profession (Blomquist and Thomas,
2008; Hodgson and Paton, 2016; Pollack and Algeo, 2015;
Zwerman and Thomas, 2001; Zwerman et al., 2004). In fact,
until 2004, the tag line of the Project Management Institute
(PMI) was building the profession.

Many PM professionals have embraced certification as
evidenced in Fig. 1. Clearly, the perceived benefits of
certification have captured the interest and attention of many
practitioners who have chosen to invest in certification.

This growth suggests that many project managers perceive
attaining PM certification as a beneficial move. Today, PM
certification is voluntary (although there are moves towards
making it a regulated profession in the UK1 and possibly other
jurisdictions) rather than required to practice.

In the PM world, certification is taken to “denote mastery of
these [PM] skills, experiences, and knowledge” (Starkweather
and Stevenson, 2011) and “is an important tool for maintaining
and developing competencies for project requirements”
(Loufrani-Fedida and Saglietto, 2016). Despite PMI's contin-
ued assertion, consistent with the licensure versus certification
distinction, that certification only provides evidence that an
individual has met a specified minimum standard to practice,
both academics and practitioners continue to assert that
certification denotes a mark of endorsement that the individual
is fit to practice (Ramazani and Jergeas, 2015). Even more, the
underlying message is that this individual is MORE fit to
practice than someone who is not certified. This conflation of
certification with competence continues even in PMI's web
advertising circa Feb 2017 where they lead with the claim that
certification equates with expertise as in the following headline
“We serve practitioners and organizations with standards that
describe good practices, globally recognized credentials that
certify project management expertise and resources for
professional development, networking and community”. De-
spite these assertions and beliefs, the claim of professionaliza-
tion of the PM occupation through certification needs to be
supported empirically. Furthermore, studying perceived moti-
vations for, and realized benefits of, certification, from the eyes
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Fig. 1. Growth in PMP certification 1984–2014. Source: Figures compiled by data provided by Collin Quiring on blog EPMStrategy from PMI publications.1 1http://
www.epmstrategy.com/pmi-membership-and-pmp-certification-by-the-numbers/.
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of individual project managers, is of key importance for the
field. Project managers are the end user of the PM prescriptions
promoted by professional associations and certifying bodies,
and their perceptions of the value of certification and the results
of being certified provide us with critical insights into the future
of the occupation, PM standards, and certifications.

Clearly, empirical research is important for all stakeholders
in the field of project management in order to make effective
decisions about personal and organizational investments in
certification. This study examines the effects of individual
characteristics on the likelihood of an individual to seek
certification, the motivation and benefits received from
certification, and any changes in these perceptions over a
10-year period.

3. Research framework – certification, motivation and
benefits

There is a significant body of behavioral research that we
can use to provide a framework for exploring the types of
benefits that might motivate professionals to seek out
certification. In particular, there is much research on both
intrinsic (such as professional challenge and strengthening
practice) and extrinsic motivations (such as monetary incen-
tives or prestige) for action and their results (e.g. Krause, 2014;
Lee et al., 2015). To understand and measure motivations, we
rely on insights from self-determination theory (SDT) (Deci
and Ryan, 2000). SDT itself synthesizes a number of
behavioral theories (see Sachau, 2007), has been empirically
tested over a significant period of time, and ultimately provides
a sophisticated analysis of the various types of motivations. We
apply SDT theory to help us identify motivations at play in the
decision to seek voluntary PM certification.

Previous research on certification suggests that certification
serves the holder mainly in two ways. The difference between
these two way lies within the type of motivation people have
for acquiring it. The first type of motivation for certification is
associated with a desire to be good while the second is
associated with a desire to look good (Lester and Dwyer, 2012;
Please cite this article as: T. Blomquist, et al., 2017. Feeling good, being good and loo
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Fertig et al., 2009). Being good emphasizes that a well
stablished system of certification can develop knowledge and
skills of the certificant and the certificant would have a higher
level of professional attitude and job performance. Looking
good considers certification as a signal in the job market that
quickly and effectively transmits information about the
capabilities of the certificant to the potential employer. The
desire to achieve higher levels of payment, prestige, and better
career opportunities are also related to looking good. Looking
good reflects extrinsic motivations. Looking at the motivations
for certification through a SDT lens, we extend this categori-
zation by identifying a third type of potential motivation,
feeling good, to those identified by earlier researchers, being
good and looking good. Feeling good motivations are clearly
intrinsic in nature.

As shown in Fig. 2, SDT extends the simple dichotomy
between extrinsic and intrinsic motivations and proposes that
motivations form a continuum. Different types of motivations
in the continuum vary significantly in term of their integration
with self. SDT includes the state of amotivation, which reflects
lack of intention to act (Ryan and Deci, 2000). Since our
analysis of motivations only includes the participants with
certification, and PM certification is voluntary in nature, this
state is excluded in our study. There is no way to
unintentionally get certified.

As shown in Fig. 2, SDT elaborates different types of
motivations in three groups of internal, external and in-between
(somewhat internal, somewhat external). Internal motivation
lies in the behavior itself. Internal motivation is either intrinsic
(doing the activity because it is inherently enjoyable, satisfying
or challenging) or integrated regulation (motivations which are
completely internalized and perceived as an activity's value)
(Deci and Ryan, 1985). External motivations, by contrast, are
influenced by external contingencies and controlled by
environmental factors through social or material rewards or
punishment mechanisms (Deci et al., 2017). SDT distinguished
two types of external motivation: introjected and external
regulations. Externally regulated motivations are those that are
the outcome of the activity and are completely separable from
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Fig. 2. Motivation for project management certification based on self-determination theory.
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the activity. Introjected regulation is somewhat more
self-controlled and refers to being focused on approval versus
disapproval in the job (Gagné et al., 2010). Introjected
motivation is self-controlled by processes such as self-esteem,
ego-involvement, as well as concerns with status and
recognition (Deci et al., 2017). The third group, which lies
between of external and internal motivations, includes identi-
fied regulated motivations. Identified regulation, refers to
consciously valuing the target behavior and accepting it as a
personally, as well as socially, important behavior and leads to
wholehearted engagement. Doing homework because of the
enjoyment of doing it, or the value that a student puts on
knowledge, are examples of internal (intrinsic and integrated)
motivations. Doing homework because of fear of failing the
exam, or due to adherence to parents' control, is an externally
motivated behavior (extrinsic or introjected). Doing homework
because the student understands the role of study in realization
of her dream job and future is an example of identified
regulation (Deci and Ryan, 2000).

In the context of our study, internal motivators include the
need to challenge one's abilities (achievement) and the desire to
learn and valuing knowledge about PM (self-development).
Achievement and self-development are internal forces to peruse
a certificate and attaining the certification itself satisfies the
need for achievement and self-development (learning). There-
fore, they are considered internal motivators. Gaining new
skills to improve performance at work (improved job skills),
joining a community of project managers (affiliation) or
identification as a professional project manager (professional
growth) are associated with identified regulation. External
Please cite this article as: T. Blomquist, et al., 2017. Feeling good, being good and loo
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motivators to obtain a certification are focused on external
mechanisms of reward and punishment and those associated
with self-esteem, ego-involvement, as well as status and
recognition. External motivators in PM certification context
include, acquiring better jobs and better positions (career
progress), attaining higher levels of recognition (status) and
influence (power) in the organization and higher levels of
payment (financial gain). We label internal motivation with
feeling good, as internal motivations are completely internal-
ized and tied to the person's joy and satisfaction. Identified
regulation is related to the professional identity of the project
manager and the performance, therefore we label them being
good. External motivations are refer to the success of the
project manager in career activities, and the level of status and
payment, therefore is related to looking good. See Fig. 2 for a
diagram depicting these relationships.
3.1. Research questions

On the basis of the discussion above, it can be concluded
that project managers choose to pursue a professional
certification for different reasons which mainly can be divided
into the three categories of feeling, being and looking good
motivations. Consequently, we might expect that they receive
different types of benefits from certification. Identifying the
main motivators and benefits will offer us a better understand-
ing of the value of certification in the minds of project
managers. The following research questions are addressed in
this study:
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Research Question 1: Are there any demographic differ-
ences between certified and not certified project managers?
Research Question 2: What are the main motivators of
project management certification (feeling good, being good
or looking good)?
Research Question 3: What are the main benefits of project
management certification?

This study examines the motivation for certification as
evidenced by the expectations project managers hold of the
certification and the benefits they expect to receive from
attaining it. The benefits realized are defined as the perceived
benefits associated with attaining the certification. The gap
between motivation and benefits, is a proxy for the degree of
satisfaction project managers hold with the certification. A
level of benefit higher than the corresponding level of
motivation means that the expectations are met and leads to
higher satisfaction with the certification. The following
research question investigates the gap and the distance between
expectation and reality.

Research Question 4: How big is the gap between
motivations (expected benefits) and realized benefits?

Furthermore, it is interesting to observe the trend of changes
in the level of motivations for and benefits realized from
certification between 2004 and 2014. This will provide us with
insights on the level of professional associations' progress and
the valence of professional standards over time.

Research Question 5: How have the main motivators and
realized benefits changed for the period 2004–2014?
Research Question 6: How has the gap between motivation
and benefits changed between 2004 and 2014?

4. Methods

4.1. Data collection procedures

Data was collected for this study using a web based survey
conducted at two points in time, 2004 and 2014. An email
containing the link to an online survey was sent to project
managers identified from the researchers' project manager
mailing lists, or to project management association chapter
presidents around the world asking them to provide the survey
link to their membership. This must be recognized as an
opportunistic, and potentially biased sample, in that it is drawn
from a set of people interested enough in project management
to either belong to a project management association, or to
submit their name to participate in project management
research. However, given that we are interested in the opinions
of project managers, these are two of the best available
channels to access these individuals. Another potential source
of bias comes from the use of a web based survey.

After asking about respondent's demographics, the survey
inquired whether the project manager is certified or not. Project
managers with at least one certification were directed to answer
Please cite this article as: T. Blomquist, et al., 2017. Feeling good, being good and loo
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the survey questions regarding motivations and benefits for
attaining certification. Therefore, motivations for certification,
and the benefits of attaining it, are reported only by certified
managers. This makes the self-reported responses more valid,
since the certified managers have sensed the real motivations,
and experienced and witnessed the benefits of certification, in
their career. However, it also introduces the potential for bias
introduced by this sample's potential desire to justify their
decision to seek certification.

4.2. Samples

The sampling framework for this study is quite complex.
The first survey was administered during the spring of 2004 and
the second survey occurred ten years after the initial data
collection, in the spring of 2014, using the same survey
instrument. A total of 435 and 598 surveys were returned for
2004 and 2014 respectively. It should be noted that we did
resample those of the 2004 study who permitted us to retain
their emails on file for future research and kept their email.
Thus, 55 of the 2014 sample also participated in the 2004 study.
We conducted a mean difference tests to identify any
similarities and differences between those who responded in
both years and those who only participated in one period. We
found no significant differences. Future research will explore
the differences in responses between the 84 dual samples
individuals. Given that the resample individuals make up a
small proportion of those sampled in 2014 and that we found no
significant differences among these samples, we can assume
that two samples are independent for the purposes of this paper.
This paper explicitly looks at the two samples from 2004 and
2014 as if they are independent as per this assumption.

Out of 435 project managers participating in the 2004
survey, 241 (55%) were certified and 194 (45%) were
non-certified. Out of 598 project managers participating in the
2014 study, 472 (79%) were certified and 126 (21%) were
non-certified. This study focuses on the certified project
managers except for testing for demographic differences
between the certified and uncertified project managers in both
periods. Demographics of our participants are presented in
Table 1. The respondents in both samples are mainly male,
certified and educated.

We collected this data from project management profes-
sionals around the world. We anticipated finding cross-cultural
differences resulting in variation in the results and affecting the
generalizability of the findings. For instance, the concept of
benefit could be different in a long-term oriented culture than a
short-term oriented culture or the importance of power and
status as a motivator might vary in cultures with different levels
of power distance. However, we did several analyses using
region as a cross-cultural factor (Europe vs. North America vs.
Scandinavia) and were not able to identify any significant
differences and the sample showed same pattern of results
across all three regions (Blomquist et al., 2016). Our findings
reflect those of research suggesting that national culture is
becoming increasingly less meaningful due to globalization and
often the unit of analysis in international research includes a
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Table 1
Descriptive analysis of the participating project managers.

2004 (n = 435) 2014 (n = 502)

Certified Non-certified Certified Non-certified

(n = 241) (n = 194) (n = 472) (n = 126)

% % % %

Gender
Female 25 20 28 25
Male 75 80 72 75

Age
Until 29 1 1 2 6
30–39 21 14 16 13
40–49 35 37 33 34
50–59 35 37 35 23
60 and over 8 11 14 24

Certification
PMI 96 – 53 –
IPMA 4 – 34 –
Prince II – – 24 –
Other a – – 13 –

Year of PM experience
b1 1 1 2 2
1–5 19 8 11 12
6–10 35 20 23 15
11–15 22 21 24 16
16–20 15 18 17 18
21 and more 8 32 23 37

Education
High school diploma 2 2 3 0
College/technical degree 16 22 10 13
Bachelor degree 27 24 16 19
Graduate degree 55 51 71 68

a Including scrum certifications, organizational project management maturity
model (OPM3), Postgraduate PM certification.
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smaller, more homogenous group across various countries
(Craig and Douglas, 2011). This is especially true for our
sample as project management standards to a great extent
promote universal solutions.
4.3. Measures

Based on SDT theory, the authors developed constructs for
each type of motivation. The measures were developed by
reviewing similar research on voluntary certification (e.g. Lehr
and Rice, 2002 on auditing; Byrne et al., 2004 on nursing).
Using this work as a foundation, we developed a second-order
construct for motivation for PM certification. Tables 2a and 2b
show the structure of the motivation construct and the items.
Motivation for certification is construed as follows: a) feeling
good motivation includes achievement and self-development;
b) being good motivation includes professional growth, job
skill improvement and affiliation; and c) looking good
motivation includes career progress, financial gain, power and
status. For benefit constructs, we used similar structure and
items as used for motivation. In this fashion, we are able to
directly compare benefits to the associated motivations.
Please cite this article as: T. Blomquist, et al., 2017. Feeling good, being good and loo
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Tables 2a, 2b, 3a and 3b show the result of conducting
confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) on second-order motiva-
tion and benefit constructs. At first, power and status were
considered two separate constructs, but the result of divergent
construct validity test for power and status was not satisfactory;
therefore, we made one construct out of the two. The loading
factor of indicators on the designated motivation or benefit
construct are N0.60 except for two items. Therefore, career
progress motivation and benefits (indicators 28 in Tables 2a
and 3a) were deleted. The composite reliability and Cronbach's
alpha are N0.70 (except the alpha for self-development
motivation and achievement motivation, which are N0.60),
indicating reliability of the measures. AVE (Average Variance
Extracted) is N0.50, indicating convergent validity of the
constructs. The square correlation of any two indicators of each
construct was less than AVE of the construct (Hair et al., 2016)
indicating satisfying condition for Fornel-Larcker criterion for
discriminant validity. Furthermore, the heterotrait-monotrait
(HTMT) values are lower than 0.85 for all constructs (Henseler
et al., 2015). All criteria are met for the second-order constructs
as well. Therefore, the reliability and validity of the measures
are established.

4.4. Analysis

After evaluating the reliability and validity of measures, the
levels of motivation and benefits were calculated by making a
summated score of indicators. Two-sample t-tests were used to
compare the demographics of certified and non-certified project
managers in both samples. The demographic variables includ-
ed: years of experience, age, gender, level of education, and
level of certification. Similarly, two-sample t-tests were used in
order to compare the levels of motivation in 2004 and 2014,
and to compare the levels of benefits in 2004 and 2014. In order
to compare the level of motivation with the level of associated
benefits in each sample, paired t-tests were used since each
project manager reported both motivations and benefits.

5. Results

To respond to research question (RQ) 1, we used t-test
analysis to evaluate the significant demographic differences
between the two groups of certified and noncertified managers.
Looking at age, gender, educational level, and years of PM
experience, we found only one significant difference between
certified and non-certified project managers, in either 2004 or
2014, the number of years of working with the current
employer, which is negatively associated with the certification
in both periods. The certification might be viewed as a tool for
progress in career through offering greater employability and
professional identity (Cowen and Hodgson, 2015) and there-
fore, the project managers who are loyal to one organization
and have job security would be less inclined to pursue
certification.

We also tested for differences related to participants' level of
certification (Advanced versus Basic). For 2014, out of the 472
certified 344 did respond on the type of certification, 104 with
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Table 2a
Motivation measure and results of reliability and validity test.
The first order constructs.

2nd order 1st order Indicators a Motivation for certification

Loading α AVE CR

2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014

Feeling good Achievement 1. to challenge myself to meet professional standards 0.70 0.70 0.67 0.70 0.50 0.53 0.80 0.82
2. to have my skills independently assessed. 0.79 0.82
3. to prove that I can do it 0.67 0.70
4. to provide evidence of a level of proficiency in project management 0.66 0.97

Self-development 5. to learn about project management 0.81 0.82 0.70 0.69 0.63 0.63 0.83 0.83
6. to increase my knowledge of project management 0.87 0.90
7. to support my continuing education objectives 0.69 0.64

Being good Affiliation 8. to network with other project managers 0.87 0.89 0.82 0.85 0.73 0.77 0.89 0.91
9. to meet new people 0.88 0.90
10. to learn from others 0.82 0.86

Professional
growth

11. to become a project management professional 0.74 0.75 0.74 0.77 0.66 0.69 0.86 0.87
12. to signal my commitment to project management 0.84 0.82
13. to signal my commitment to my career 0.84 0.83

Job skill
improvement

14. to become more effective in my job 0.91 0.90 0.90 0.88 0.84 0.81 0.94 0.93
15. to improve my ability to manage projects 0.93 0.92
16. to help me make better decisions 0.90 0.89

Looking good Status and power 17. to increase my status as a project manager 0.69 0.80 0.81 0.81 0.52 0.63 0.86 0.83
18. to signify a higher level of competence than other project managers 0.64 0.74
19. to improve my visibility within company 0.69 0.67
20. to have line managers listen to my recommendations 0.80 0.67
21. to increase my credibility as a project manager 0.76 0.74
22. to demonstrate my ambition 0.71 0.69

Career Progress 23. to get a better job 0.88 0.87 0.84 0.80 0.67 0.55 0.89 0.86
24. to earn a promotion 0.88 0.81
25. to become more marketable for other jobs 0.76 0.74
26. to increase my external mobility 0.75 0.76
27. to keep my job 0.69 0.68
28. to satisfy my boss b 0.48 0.48

Financial gain 29. to earn more money – – – – – – – –

α = Cronbach's internal reliability coefficient; CR: Composite Reliability, AVE: Average Variance Extracted.
a Questions were asked as follows: “All of the following statements describe reasons why individuals may choose to become certified project manager. Please

examine each statement and rank its influence on your decision to seek certifications. I chose to seek PM certification … (1: no influence; 2: little influence; 3:
moderate influence; 4: significant influence; 5: great influence).”
b Item was deleted due to low loading of the indicator on the construct (b0.60).
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an entry level certificate and 240 with an advanced level
certificate. The difference in motivations and benefits between
holders of entry and advanced certification are insignificant for
Table 2b
Motivation measure and results of reliability and validity test.
Second order constructs.

2nd order 1st order Motivation for certification

Loading AVE CR

2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014

Feeling good Achievement 0.74 0.76 0.60 0.64 0.75 0.78
Self-development 0.80 0.83

Being good Professional growth 0.74 0.75 0.56 0.55 0.79 0.79
Job skill improvement 0.78 0.74,
Affiliation 0.73 0.74

Looking good Status and power 0.83 0.85 0.70 0.67 0.87 0.86
Career progress 0.79 0.77
Financial gain 0.89 0.84
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all but the benefit of affiliation which is significantly higher
for those with the advanced certification (Mentry-level =
3.45 b Madvanced = 3.72, p = 0.004).

Table 4 shows the level of motivation and benefits in 2004
and 2014, and can be used to respond to RQ2 and RQ3. In both
2004 and 2014, achievement, self-development, professional
growth and job skill improvement are the top motivators. The
level of motivation for financial gain, career and power/status is
the lowest in both 2004 and 2014. Feeling good motivation is
significantly higher than being good motivation (2004: d =
0.24, p b 0.001; 2014: d = 0.29, p b 0.001) and being good
motivation is significantly higher than looking good motivation
(2004: d = 0.22, p b 0.001; 2014: d = 0.16, p b 0.001). The
exact same pattern repeats for benefits. Both in 2004 and 2014,
achievement, self-development, professional growth and job
skill improvement are the benefits managers receive the most,
and benefits regarding career, power/status and higher salary
are the least realized ones. Feeling good benefits are
significantly higher than being good benefits (2004: d = 0.23,
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Table 3a
Benefit measure and results of reliability and validity test.
The first order constructs.

2nd order 1st order Indicators a Benefit for certification

Loading α AVE CR

2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014

Feeling good Achievement 1. to challenge myself to meet professional standards 0.80 0.74 0.76 0.74 0.57 0.56 0.84 0.83
2. to have my skills independently assessed. 0.79 0.79
3. to prove that I can do it 0.66 0.67
4. to provide evidence of a level of proficiency in project management 0.71 0.78

Self-development 5. to learn about project management 0.79 0.80 0.72 0.67 0.64 0.61 0.84 0.82
6. to increase my knowledge of project management 0.90 0.86
7. to support my continuing education objectives 0.71 0.68

Being good Affiliation 8. to network with other project managers 0.91 0.86 0.90 0.83 0.83 0.61 0.83 0.82
9. to meet new people 0.93 0.89
10. to learn from others 0.88 0.85

Professional
growth

11. to become a project management professional 0.88 0.86 0.80 0.77 0.71 0.69 0.88 0.87
12. to signal my commitment to project management 0.88 0.84
13. to signal my commitment to my career 0.78 0.79

Job skill
improvement

14. to become more effective in my job 0.91 0.91 0.90 0.90 0.84 0.83 0.94 0.94
15. to improve my ability to manage projects 0.94 0.93
16. to help me make better decisions 0.90 0.90

Looking good Status and power 17. to increase my status as a project manager 0.72 0.76 0.85 0.83 0.57 0.55 0.89 0.88
18. to signify a higher level of competence than other project managers 0.77 0.79
19. to improve my visibility within company 0.67 0.80
20. to have line managers listen to my recommendations 0.80 0.71
21. to increase my credibility as a project manager 0.80 0.75
22. to demonstrate my ambition 0.75 0.62

Career progress 23. to get a better job 0.79 0.79 0.83 0.82 0.59 0.58 0.88 0.87
24. to earn a promotion 0.85 0.78
25. to become more marketable for other jobs 0.81 0.74
26. to increase my external mobility 0.71 0.78
27. to keep my job 0.66 0.65
28. to satisfy my boss b 0.53 0.53

Financial gain 29. to earn more money – – – – – – – –

a Questions: All of the following statements describe benefits individuals may receive as a result of becoming a certified project manager. Read each benefit
statement and indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree to the statement. The project management certification process helped me… (1: strongly disagree; 2:
disagree; 3: neutral; 4: agree; 5: strongly agree).
b Item was deleted due to low loading of the indicator on the construct (b0.60).
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p b 0.001; 2014: d = 0.23, p b 0.001) and being good benefits
are significantly higher than looking good benefits (2004: d =
0.52, p b 0.001; 2014: d = 0.37, p b 0.001).
Table 3b
Benefit measure and results of reliability and validity test.
Second order constructs.

2nd order 1st order Benefit for certification

Loading AVE CR

2004 2014 2004 2014 2004 2014

Feeling good Achievement 0.85 0.84 0.75 0.70 0.86 0.82
Self-development 0.88 0.83

Being good Professional growth 0.72 0.79 0.59 0.59 0.81 0.81
Job skill improvement 0.84 0.80
Affiliation 0.74 0.71

Looking good Status and power 0.86 0.86 0.74 0.72 0.89 0.88
Career progress 0.90 0.88
Financial gain 0.82 0.80
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Fig. 3 demonstrates the level of motivations and benefits in
2004 and 2014. The numbers are the mean of project manager's
responses which can range from 1 to 5. The presented data can
be used to respond to RQ5. As illustrated in Fig. 3, in general,
the level of motivation for certification has decreased and the
level of benefits of certification has increased in 2014. Feeling
good motivation (d = 0.160, p = 0.002), being good motiva-
tion (d = 0.209, p = 0.001) and looking good motivation (d =
0.148, p = 0.020) are all significantly higher in 2004 than
2014. However, this trend is reversed for benefits, and the
benefit levels are higher in 2014 than 2004. Evaluating the
significance of the increase in benefits, only the looking good
benefit (d = 0.223, p = 0.000) is significantly higher in 2014
and the 2004–2014 difference of feeling good benefit (d =
0.070, p = 0.16) and being good benefit (d = 0.071, p = 0.20)
is insignificant. As shown in Table 4, the decrease of
motivations and increase of benefits in recent years is true for
the first order constructs as well. The only exception is job skill
improvement which shows an insignificant decrease in benefits
(p = 0.17).
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Table 4
Motivations for and benefits of project management certification (2004–2014).

Certification Motivation Benefit

2004 2014 2004 2014

Feeling good Achievement 3.944 3.951 3.783 3.920 3.912 3.931 3.982 4.040
Self-development 3.928 3.604 3.880 3.903

Being good Professional growth 3.702 3.902 3.493 3.756 3.684 3.814 3.755 3.865
Job skill improvement 3.826 3.539 3.807 3.705
Affiliation 3.222 3.030 3.302 3.674

Looking good Power/status 3.477 3.460 3.329 3.396 3.158 3.517 3.381 3.644
Career progress 3.576 3.324 3.272 3.471
Financial gain 3.180 2.944 2.294 2.725
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The gap between what one expects to gain through
certification (the level of motivation) and what the person
actually receives from certification plays a significant role in
how project managers feel about their certification and about
the reputation the certification gains over time. To get at this
Fig. 3. The comparison of levels of motivation and benefit (2004–2014).
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gap, in order to answer RQ4, we looked for statistically
significant differences between motivations and benefits as
documented in Table 5.

The final research question (RQ6) concerns the changes in
the motivation-benefit gap during the 2004–2014 period. Fig. 4
illustrates the changes in the gap. In 2004, the level of
expectations (motivations) and received benefits, regarding
feeling good and being good, are equal but received benefits
regarding looking good is less than expectations. In 2014, the
level of received benefits regarding feeling good and being
good is significantly higher than the level of motivations and
the levels of benefit and motivation regarding looking good are
equal. In general, the higher level of benefits in 2014, suggests
the project managers are more satisfied with certification in
2014 than in 2004.
5.1. Summary of results

Motivation was significantly higher in 2004 than in 2014
(MMotivation 2004 = 3.64 vs. MMotivation 2014 = 3.44). Certificants
in 2004 reported higher expectations (motivations) and
relatively more internal motivations (achievement,
self-development, job skill improvement and professional
growth) than reported in 2014, but in 2004, these expectations
were not met. Specifically, in 2004 our participants had
expectations of career and financial benefits that were not
met. This could imply that PM certifications in the earlier years
was being oversold, especially on the basis of extrinsic rewards.
This experience of the earlier certificants might have led to a
lowering of expectations for the certification for future
certificants. In this way, certification could have come to be
seen as a commodity by 2014. More and more the perception
could be that you need to have it but it does not really give you
an edge, or increase salary or status.

However, perceived benefits, in total, were significantly
higher in 2014 (MBenefit 2004 = 3.42 vs. MBenefit 2014 = 3.59)
than in 2004, and more closely matched to motivation levels. In
2014, both feeling good and being good (internal) benefits
received were higher than what was expected. In other words,
in 2014, almost all the expectations from certification are met
(only financial benefits were lower than the level expected).
Intrinsic motivations (self-development, improve job skills,
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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Table 5
Benefit-motivation gap (2004–2014).

Benefit-motivation gap 2004 Benefit-motivation gap 2014

Feeling good Achievement −0.032ns (p = 0.34) −0.020 a (p = 0.000) 0.195 a (p = 0.000) 0.110 a (p = 0.000)
Self-development −0.048 a (p = 0.000) 0.304 a (p = 0.000)

Being good Professional growth −0.019ns (p = 0.57) −0.088 a (p = 0.015) 0.246 a (p = 0.000) 0.082 a (p = 0.015)
Job skill improvement −0.018ns (p = 0.71) 0.156 a (p = 0.000)
Affiliation 0.08ns (p = 0.18) 0.634 a (p = 0.000)

Looking good Power/status −0.317 a (p = 0.000) 0.056ns (p = 0.19) 0.047ns (p = 0.124) 0.241 a (p = 0.000)

ns no significant gap between motivation and benefit.
a Significant gap between motivation and benefit.
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professional growth, affiliation) were also met and are still there
but at lower levels.

In 2014, project managers had lower expectations and
motivations. The sharpest drop in the level of motivation from
2004 to 2014 belongs to self-development (−9%), job skill
improvement and financial gain (−8%) and career (−7%). The
largest amount of increase in the level of benefits from 2004 to
2014 belongs to financial gain (19%) and affiliation (11%) and
career (6%) (the benefits ranked at the end of the list of benefits
in 2004). As Fig. 4 shows, in 2014, certificants knew better
what to expect and were more likely to receive what they
Fig. 4. The changes in Benefit-Motivation gap (2004–2014).
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expected, or more than they expected, as the benefit exceeds
expectations (feeling good and being good) or matches
expectations (looking good). The level of satisfaction of project
managers with certification is, in general, higher in 2014 than
2004. However, financial gain is still the main point of
disappointment for certified project managers as they report
lower effects of certification on their level of payment.

6. Discussion

6.1. Project managers and certification

There has been much debate in recent years in certification
research across disciplines about what is the driving force for
certification: being good or looking good (Fertig et al., 2009).
We elaborated the research question by adding consideration of
feeling good to the debate. Our findings suggest that in the case
of project management, there has been a change in the function
of project management certification over the period. In 2004,
certificants were largely motivated by internal factors associ-
ated with increasing knowledge and getting better at managing
projects and after the certification process, they largely reported
receiving intrinsic rewards. Certification appeared to be
meeting the function of helping project managers to feel good
and be good despite the messages around extrinsic or rewards
in the market place. The structure of motivation remains stable
over the years. In both 2004 and 2014, the motivators for
project managers pursuing a certification is largely internal
(feeling good and being good) and above all due to needs for
achievement and professional growth. Nevertheless, the main
difference by 2014 is that most project managers report
receiving higher external benefits than in 2004 and, despite
the fact that in 2014 the main motivators are internal, the 2004
project managers perceive less internal benefits.

Looking at the gap between expected benefits and realized
benefits in 2004 and 2014 (Table 5), we note two important
changes. First, almost all of the received benefits are rated
higher in 2014 than in 2004, implying perhaps that profes-
sionals are recognizing more benefits from their certification
today, than in 2004. Second, the results reveal that project
managers expect less from a project management certificate in
2014, and at the same time, certification offers more benefits to
certified project managers. In 2014, feeling good is still the
main motivation paradigm for PM certification, but the
perception is that certification helps project managers look
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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good rather than feel/be good. Although the enthusiasm for
certification is not as high as before, it is predicted that project
managers will continue to be interested in PM certification,
mainly in order to increase their knowledge, skills and
employability.

The length of employment with the current employer is
negatively correlated with certification. This finding could
suggest that PM certification is associated with job changes and
perhaps higher marketability. This finding supports the
assertion of Lester et al. (2011) with respect to HR
professionals, and the work of Fertig (2011), suggesting that
one of the main values of certification to individuals, is to
increase the transferability of skills and career mobility.

6.2. Employing organizations and certification

Our findings also hint at important considerations for
organizations that employ project managers. The length of
time with current employer and having certification are
negatively correlated but causality cannot be inferred from
this analysis. It seems that those who perceive higher levels of
job security due to long contract are less inclined to pursue
certification. The commitment of project managers to their
profession rather than their organization might raise the issue of
loyalty. Certified project managers who are committed to their
profession have higher levels of knowledge, skill, motivation
and self-efficacy which consequently lead to a better perfor-
mance and project success (Blomquist et al., 2016). At the same
time, certification increases the employability of the project
manager and those advantages may be lost to the organizations.
Thus, it is the organization's responsibility to provide the
professional work environment (e.g. providing sufficient level
of authority and respecting the professional judgment) that will
keep certified managers loyal to the organization as well.
Certification as a selection criteria for future employees can be
another approach in order to maintain the same level of human
capital in case of losing employees they have supported to
certification. These insights are important and interesting and
they raise important further questions from the organization's
perspective with respect to the role certification plays in
recruiting, retaining, and developing project managers. They
also raise some interesting questions about the increasing level
of contracting of project managers (and other occupations – see
Guile, 2012, Barley and Kunda, 2006, Peel and Inkson, 2004,
and Bredin and Söderlund, 2011), and how all of this impacts
both the organization and the profession.

6.3. Professional PM associations and certification

Previous analysis of project management occupational and
professional change can be useful to interpret our findings, as in
the last decade we witnessed a rapid expansion in acceptance of
professional bodies in the field. We use two alternative and
contrasting sociological conceptions of professionalism as the
theoretical background: profession as value system vs.
profession as ideology (Evetts, 2003). Both in 2004 and 2014,
PM certification outputs regarding status and power,
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outperform expectations. As noted earlier, in the trait theory
of professions, certification is thought to offer credibility,
exclusive ownership of an area of expertise, discretion in the
work and control over the process of the work. The power
embedded in the certification lies within the definition of
profession as an ideology of occupational power (Larsson,
1977). In 2004 and 2014, the PM certification benefit regarding
affiliation also outperforms the expectations. From a value
system perspective, a profession is defined as a form of moral
community based on occupational membership. The commu-
nity, by sharing a common professional training, creates a sense
of belonging and common experiences, understanding and
expertise (i.e. shared value system). The certification, through
affiliation, lets project managers to connect and share work
practices and create a common body of knowledge and
occupational identity. PM certification has assisted in shaping
the PM profession by both creating a shared value system
(through affiliation) as well as an established ideology (through
benefit of status/power). Evetts (2003) proposed the formation
of the third conception of profession in recent decades, which
combines the two previous interpretations. In the current
occupational and organizational contexts, knowledge work
and globalization of economies is prominent. Therefore, project
managers, and in general knowledge workers, “have to, and
indeed choose to, reconstitute themselves in occupational forms
which incorporate career development alongside the
self-managing and self-motivated employee” (Evetts, 2003).
In other words, the certified employees show that they are
self-motivated, and able to perform the task in a professional
way, as their main motivators are internal, concerned with
learning, improving skills and professional growth. In return,
organizations reward those internally motivated employees
who have reached the target (i.e. certification) with career
promotion and higher level of power to influence organiza-
tional decisions. This is in congruence with our finding that
project managers are internally motivated and externally
rewarded.

One result that deserves some discussion because of its
interesting implications, is the finding that the higher the level
of certification held, the higher affiliation (being a member of
like-minded professionals) ranked in terms of both motivation
for, and benefits realized from, certification. This suggests that
the more specialized these practitioners become within the
occupation, the more common practice becomes socially
constructed by these networks of professionals (Dobbin et al.,
1993). Similarly, the more closely affiliated the professional
groupings become, the more they create professional routines
through coercive, normative and mimetic influence (Oliver,
1997). The more these self-referential groupings interact to
create normalized best practices the greater the sense of
belonging to, and the value recognized from, this affiliation
becomes. In this way, these professional bodies serve to
socialize new recruits, and even to control entrance to the
occupation (Powell, 1991; DiMaggio and Powell, 1983;
Greenwood et al., 2002). This finding and discussion supports,
and perhaps explains, Morris et al.'s (2006b) assertion that the
project management bodies of knowledge become more and
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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more difficult to change or refine as time goes on. If affiliation
is the valued benefit of certification, and not the drive to be
good at the occupation, then there is no value in changing the
basis upon which certification is assessed if it in any way
challenges the certifications already granted, as this might
threaten affiliation and impose additional costs on the
membership.

Finally, these results shed light on why professionals have
chosen to invest time and money in acquiring a voluntary
certification at two points of time. Our 2014 results support
other studies, in suggesting that voluntary certifications are
largely about looking good, or signaling to the employer that
they know the common standards of practice for the occupation
(Bartley, 2007). Thus, certification provides legitimacy which
in turn generates a certain level of trust in potential employers,
contractors or partners. This legitimacy, or trust generating
benefit of project management certification, is based on the
expectation that it allows/enables/requires project managers to
be good at the job. Certification thus holds significant value to
practitioners, employers, organizations and professional bodies,
only as long as the belief survives that standardization and
certification actually leads to improvements in practice.
Maintaining the relevance of the certification as being based
on best practice and having a direct relation to what is needed
to be successful at the occupation, is thus critical to maintaining
the viability of the professional claims and the professional
associations revenue streams associated with certification.
Otherwise, it might be said that certification is at risk of
becoming a commodity necessary to take part in the job market
where it would be especially important for new and younger
persons entering the job market. Established professionals on
the other hand would be able to live on their previous work
history and reputation.

6.4. Theoretical contribution

Building on earlier work suggesting two primary functions
of certification, being good and looking good, we used a
self-determination theory (SDT) lens to elaborate further on
potential reasons for attaining certification. We identify three
distinct types of motivation based on self-determination theory:
feeling good, being good and looking good. We develop three
motivation constructs and develop and verify a scale for
empirical measurement purposes. These three types of motiva-
tion include: (a) feeling good, an intrinsic motivation related to
enjoying or valuing the certification itself and not its external
consequences; (b) being good motivation, measures internal
motivation that reflects conscious valuation of a behavioral
goal (i.e. attaining certificate) and internalizing it (i.e. the
project manager has evaluated attaining certification personally
important and has brought it into congruence with other values
and needs that reflects performing well at the job); and (c)
looking good (an extrinsic motivation related to gaining
external reward due to certification). Confirmatory factor
analyses empirically supports existence of this structure. We
identify three distinct types of motivation, each of which has
specifiable consequences for learning, performance, and
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personal experience (Ryan and Deci, 2000) that can open new
areas of research. The relationship between motivation to
certify and performance is an interesting topic deserving further
investigation.
7. Conclusion

We set out to examine the motivations and benefits for
pursuing one particular voluntary certification, that of project
management professionals, at two points in time. This research
provides empirical evidence for why professionals pursue
project management certification and compares responses
across a decade span to give an indication of how these
perceptions may be changing with the increased popularity of
the certification. At the highest level we can say that
participants pursuing certification in 2004 reported higher
levels of motivations but less received benefits than in 2014.
The project managers in 2014 are more satisfied with the
benefits receive from certification.

These findings have implications for the individuals seeking
certification, those certified, employers, the certification, and
certifying organizations. For individuals seeking certification
today, these results suggest that the benefits of certification
today are more aligned with looking good than being good but
because certification has become so legitimated in the labor
market, it is still an important career move to gain the
certification while recognizing that alternative modes of
self-improvement will be necessary to be a good project
manager. For those who have already achieved certification, the
changing nature of the rewards associated with certification are
both a reflection of the work they have done to improve the
status of the occupation and, perhaps, that the certification
processes and content has not kept pace with the reality of
managing projects. For employers, these results suggest that
they must recognize that certification improves mobility and
transferability of skills across organizations, and that may
ultimately result in more turnover. The certifying organizations
face the risk of becoming obsolete if they do not find a way to
increase the intrinsic motivation and rewards for this certifica-
tion. Finding a way for expert project managers to continue to
grow in their practice and contribute to, and recognize the value
of, project management certification will be a critically
important task for both professional associations and practi-
tioners moving forward. Ultimately, reconciling these discrep-
ancies without undermining the perceived value of the
certification will be a critical balancing act for these groups.

More than these practical and empirical results, this research
contributes theoretically to the constructs we have to under-
stand these motivations. In HR studies, there has been much
discussion of whether certification is about being good or
looking good largely differentiated by the types of benefits that
motivate certificants (Fertig, 2011). We add the notion of
feeling good to this conceptualization. Our study suggests that
professionals in 2004 were more focused on feeling good and
being good, while those in 2014 are witnessing realization of
looking good benefits as well.
king good: Motivations for, and benefits from, project management certification,
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As with any research, there are flaws in this study that can,
and should, be addressed in future research. First, the sample is
biased, in that it mostly reflects those professionals who were
active in their professional associations, and who might
therefore be more socialized to recognizing benefits from
certification. A sample of project managers including both
professional association members and those not affiliated with
such an organization may provide further interesting insights.
Second, our measurement regarding looking good and external
benefits is subjective, and the measures are self-reported.
Future research needs to address the gap in the research
between certification and objective measures of project
manager performance, financial rewards (perhaps by measuring
the amount of salary increases), and organizational position.
Third, while this study provides interesting insights into what
motivates project managers to obtain certification, and what
benefits they perceive they have received from the efforts, it
says nothing about their commitment and attitudes towards the
occupation. That is, are certified project managers more likely
to exhibit the traits associated with members of a profession
than non-certified project managers? Are they more likely to be
committed to, and satisfied with, the occupation? Fourth, this
research hints at some important considerations for organiza-
tions employing project managers with respect to the role
certification plays in recruiting, retaining and developing
project managers however it does not explore this area in any
detail. This paper's focus on the perspective of the individual
project manager's perceptions of the benefits of certification
precludes much investigation of these important, organizational
questions which are left to future research. Finally, as suggested
by a reviewer, this data set, with two samples collected
10 years apart may provide the opportunity to explore some of
the recent discussion of the increasing projectification of work
(see for example, Guile, 2012, Barley and Kunda, 2006, Peel
and Inkson, 2004, and Bredin and Söderlund, 2011) and the
idea that with the move to temporary, project-linked work,
project management professionals have become more loyal to
the profession than to an employer. With further analysis, this
data set might also provide insight into how generational
differences and work structure changes over time may be
contributing to the changes in value perception over time. We
believe we have the data to do this and look forward to
presenting this exploration of other influences on motivators
and views of the benefits of certification in the future.
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