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Executive Summary 

Before digital certifications can become fully 

embedded within the hiring and job markets 

across major industries and fields of study, 

they face more major obstacles: applicability,

adoptability, portability, and widespread

recognition. This paper submits a proposal 

for ASAE to enact four distinct, but 

intertwined initiatives designed at positing 

ASAE as a centralized and recognized 

marketplace for digital certifications. 

Because of ASAE’s unique position in 

relation to trade and industry organizations, 

academia, and associations, it can enable 

itself to become that centralized authority to solve and bypass those four major 

obstacles which currently keep digital certifications from being a reliable and widely-

used solution to address the current skills gap. 

Problem Summary 

The major criteria for all professional credentials are applicability, adoption, 

recognition, and portability: 

 A credential must be applicable and provide meaningful information about an

individual’s capability to perform a necessary job or task.

 A credential must by adopted by enough individuals who have demonstrated high

performance at a job that others (even those who have not earned that credential)

recognize its value.

 A credential must be recognized as legitimate and valuable, and issued by a trusted

authority.

 A credential must by portable between organizations, which trust the legitimacy

and applicability of credentials issued by other organizations.

While traditional credentialing authorities meet all of these criteria, they also suffer 

from several shortcomings that prevent them from fully addressing skills gaps in which 

organizations struggle to find the real-world hard and soft skills they need. For 

example, a college degree can validate achievement over a broad area of study over the 

course of many years, but cannot verify that an individual has maintained this 

knowledge. A traditional professional certification can validate competency in specific 

Four Main Initiatives 

 Social Extranet: a centralized digital

platform, widely available to individuals 

across multiple industries, which enables 

immediate recognition of credentials. 

 Accreditation System: A 3rd party system

which can validate the authority of an 

organization issuing credentials. 

 Federated Digital Authority: Encrypted

chains which encode digital credentials 

allowing portability across platforms. 

 Community of Adopters: A wide-spread

and recognized platform which offers 

value to, and encourages buy-in from, the 

most important issuers of credentials and 

their individual users. 
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bodies of knowledge, but cannot verify that an individual is competent in any particular 

task. Digital credentials are a way to address this gap, by providing a highly applicable 

and portable tool for validating skills and competencies that are not addressed by 

traditional credentialing mechanisms. Digital certifications have the capability to verify 

highly specific and urgent skills that are immediately valuable to organizations and 

hiring managers.  

Among other things, digital certifications provide a way for industries and 

organizations to address this skills gap in increasingly quick and effective ways. For 

example, if an innovative new building material becomes important to the construction 

industry, the Construction Management Association of America (CMAA) could quickly 

produce training or an exam leading an individual to gain a digital credential which 

employers can use to verify competence in using that material. Similar examples are 

possible across all industries that rapidly innovate.  

In practice, digital certifications currently fall short on all four criteria listed above: they 

are not widely adopted nor recognized, which together makes them not portable, and 

discourages the development of new applicable credentials. These are self-reinforcing 

issues, meaning low adoption leads to less recognition which leads to less portability 

and fewer applicable credentials, which in turn leads to lower adoption. Any solution 

for digital credentials must address all four of these simultaneously; efforts spent 

addressing only one will be overwhelmed by deficiencies in the other three.  

Solution Summary 
To make digital certifications a viable solution for the skills gap, we recommend 

addressing applicability, adoption, recognition, and portability through four separate 

and simultaneous initiatives, as shown in the Figure below: 
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 Implementation Initiative #1: Common Digital Platform - A social extranet platform 

to encourage adoption, through active and continuous engagement, and immediate 

recognition of credentials.  

 Implementation Initiative #2: Accreditation System - An accreditation system to 

encourage recognition, by which a trusted 3rd party can validate the trustworthiness 

of an organization issuing digital certifications.  

 Implementation Initiative #3: Federated Digital Authority - A system of federated 

digital authority to encourage portability, using encrypted certificate chains similar 

to the SSL/TLS platform.  

 Implementation Initiative #4: Community Building - All of these in turn will 

encourage applicability by enabling any organization to set up a credible digital 

certification program through a reputable association to validate competencies that 

they have identified as important to their work processes.  

Implemented together, these four initiatives will create a self-reinforcing positive cycle 

for digital certifications addressing the skills gap: the social extranet will generate 

continuous engagement and ongoing adoption, which will increase widespread 

recognition of the certifications, which will be portable through the federated certificate 

chains, in turn creating an incentive for more associations to develop digital 

certifications for their industries.  

Solution Details 

Implementation Initiative #1: Social Extranet to Encourage Adoption 

A key implementation challenge to building a community that embraces digital 

certifications and encourages participation is the visibility of digital certifications to 

make them tangible for users. Currently there is no widely adopted, common platform 

that enables digital certificates to become an integral part of the Association 

community, thus the incentive to adopt this as a formal mechanism for socializing skill 

sets and influencing job-oriented training programs is lacking.  

We propose implementing a social extranet, hosted by ASAE and offered to associations 

for membership, which allows visibility into applicable certifications. This approach 

would also allow for customizable social learning environments with applicable badges, 

as well as verifiable profiles for groups and individuals, in order to encourage 

interaction with the digital certifications and establish a common way to communicate 

about them.  A social extranet integrates routine tasks that are easy to motivate (e.g. 

collaborating within the association for events, etc.) and professional development tasks 

that are more difficult to motivate (e.g. studying and earning credentials) to create a 

seamless user experience that drives visibility and adoption.  
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Embedding the digital certifications on a common platform where users are given 

access through the given association they are a part of creates exposure and the ability 

to develop a profile in your network, and more accessibility to digital certifications. 

Through this newfound presence associations can push into the market of defining a 

portfolio of skills that they think every professional in their industry needs and 

ensuring that recognition is given to those that have these skill sets, and training or 

support is offered to those who may not have it yet. This Community of Practice style of 

working will bring more collaboration across the associations within their industry and 

more incentive to collaborate using digital certifications. As specific industries and 

agencies adopt this model, it will create more incentive for additional 

organizations/associations to join the extranet as participating members in the larger 

initiative to market, facilitate the development of and collaborate on training needed for 

specific skills in their industry. The total solution will lead to a more collaborative 

experience for a typical association member, a better workforce equipped to handle the 

skills needed by the industry, and more financial return for certification bodies 

marketing their trainings via the platform.  

Implementation Initiative #2: Accreditation System to Encourage 

Recognition 

The key procedural challenge to widespread digital certification is the lack of perceived 

authority. There is no system currently in place that is widely trusted, widely 

recognized, and capable of evaluating the validity of digital certifications. This is 

understandable because the task is Herculean; the Bureau of Labor Statistics broadly 

defines 846 common professions, with many degrees of skill and seniority within each 

category. Even if each category had only 10 digital credentials, the certifying authority 

would be evaluating (and continuously re-evaluating) over 8,000 credentialing 

programs.  

The alternate solution we propose is to implement an accreditation program from a 

central certification authority (CAA) instead of validating individual certifications. In 

this program, the CAA would be a known, trusted impartial source (such as ASAE) 

charged with evaluating the ability of 3rd party organizations to generate their own 

certifications on an ongoing basis in response to market needs.  

A similar model is already in place through the ANSI/ISO/IEC international standards 

organization’s 17024 accreditation process, which accredits the ability of organizations 

to provide certifications to individuals. Under ANSI 17024 for example, CrossFit, Inc. 

and Computing Technology Industry Association (CompTIA) are evaluated to have a 

rigorous and trustworthy process for issuing specialized certifications without ANSI’s 
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direct oversight, while still maintaining trust in the overall integrity of the credentials 

they provide.  

However, the ANSI 17024 process is burdensome and expensive – few organizations 

can afford the audits and effort required to obtain it. To achieve a widely-adopted 

digital certification program, the CAA would need to develop a more accessible 

standard that is still rigorous enough to assure confidence in the organizations that it 

accredits. This could be developed independently, but by setting up ASAE as the CAA, 

it gives partner organizations the ability to have efficient, but meaningful, validation 

across the industry.   

Implementation Initiative #3: Federated Digital Authority to 

Encourage Portability 

The key technical challenge to implementing trusted, portable, digital certifications is 

figuring out where the verification data will be stored. There must be a trusted, 

verifiable way of confirming that the certifying entity is authoritative, that the 

certification itself is credible, that the individual has actually earned the certification, 

and finally that the credential has not expired.  

It would be easy to suggest that all the certification information is collected in a central 

database of verified credentials, which could be called upon via an app, website, or API, 

but this quickly creates significant problems of scale. With only modest adoption by a 

few thousand professionals in each labor category, the certification authority would 

become responsible for maintaining the integrity and privacy of millions of digital 

credentials. They would be subject to all the cost, security, and data integrity risks that 

any large data provider faces, in addition to the administrative burden of tracking 

thousands of certification types.  

The alternate solution we propose is to implement a federated system of validation 

certificates similar to what is used to verify secure websites. Instead of a central 

database, there is a “chain” of encrypted certificates which trace back to a trusted 

authority. For example, Bank of America’s certificate for bankofamerica.com is trusted 

by Symantec, which in turn is trusted by VeriSign, which is trusted by everyone. This 

allows a browser to instantly verify the trustworthiness of the bankofamerica.com 

certificate by tracing it back to VeriSign without VeriSign needing to maintain records 

(or even know about) bankofamerica.com.  

This concept could be applied to digital credentials using nearly identical methods and 

established software techniques. A central accreditation authority (CAA) would issue 

digital certificates to providers of digital credentials that it has evaluated and 

periodically audits. These organizations would then be free to create, refine, and issue 
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digital certifications without needing to inform the CAA. This will allow providers to 

react quickly to market needs (such as new, in-demand skills) while still issuing trusted, 

universally verifiable digital certifications that are widely accepted. 

Implementation Initiative #4: Building the Community for Increased 

Applicability 

In order to build a critical mass of associations and certifications to position ASAE as 

the recognized CAA, ASAE will need to work with large organizations early on and 

integrate early adopters. ASAE would need to create internal roles in which Account or 

Community Managers within ASAE identified, triaged, and then prioritized large 

organizations who were, or were likely to become, leaders in their both their industry, 

and in digital certifications as well.  These organizations would be prioritized to be 

recruited as early adopters based on the following criteria:  

 Size and scope of the organization 

 Impact/role within their industry or discipline 

 Number and impact of their digital credentials and certifications 

 

Once candidates for early adoption were targeted and segmented, the Account or 

Community Managers would be assigned to work out a specific schedule and plan to 

roll out the extranet and accreditation criteria needed to integrate their certifications 

into ASAE’s system. 

Implementation/Rollout Plan 
Our team estimates that this work will take up to one year for full successful 

implementation of the entire platform and roll-out to a sizable key user base. Table 1 

displays when each initiative will be occurring at different times over a year (12 month 

segment) to ensure iterative development and deployment based on the needs of ASAE, 

member Associations, and the user community.  

We estimate that within the first six months the Social Extranet can be spun up and 

operational with enough users that ASAE will have the tools they need to spin up the 

infrastructure needed for any additional associations joining the platform. The main 

work stream that our team will focus on towards the end of the engagement will be 

building the community around digital certifications to enhance adoption. For example, 

enabling integrations with specific online trainings or training platforms, helping 

associations create a portfolio of trainings and certifications to meet the career path of a 

professional in their industry, and enabling collaboration between association 

executives on how to best structure the use of the platform to meet their business 

challenges. At the end of the engagement our team will document best practices and 
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train an ASAE Community Manager to monitor the further development and 

cultivation of the community around the platform.  

 

Table 1: Implementation Schedule 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Social 

Extranet 
            

Accreditation 

System 
            

Federal 

Digital 

Authority 

            

Early 

Adopters 
            

 

At the end of one year, early adopters would be part of the system and would create a 

critical mass needed for wider adoption among other organizations. Their early 

adoption would also create lessons learned concerning digital authorities, issues around 

accreditation, digital security, accreditation frameworks and others. These lessons 

learned would be incorporated into future planning to enable a quicker and more 

efficient roll out for other organizations to come into the system. 

Measurements for Success 
In order to baseline the role ASAE should play in becoming the clearinghouse for 

digital certs, they will need to set up success criteria. The criteria should be based on 

measurable targets around adoption, recognition, and portability, as well as subjective 

targets based around how well their members and partner organizations align to the 

final product. 

Proposed Metrics 
ASAE should measure the following to determine a baseline acceptable criteria and the 

growth of success of their digital certification system: 

 Number of organizations offering certs through ASAE’s system 

o Baseline target 

o Growth of 10% per year through 2020 

o Growth of 5% per year after 2020 

 Individuals registered on ASAE’s system 

o Baseline target 
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o Growth of 5% per year after baseline 

 Number of total certifications on the system 

o Baseline target of 1.2 per registered user 

o Growth of 10% per year 

 Number of organizations using ASAE’s system in hiring or professional 

development decisions (determined by user survey) 

 Applicability and accessibility targets 

o Baseline targets for user applications or accessibility tools offered through on 

the system 
 

Quality Measurements 
In addition to having objective measurements to validate and show progress for use 

and participation numbers, ASAE will also need to measure subjective progress 

towards building the validation and recognition as a centralized and authoritative 

source for digital certifications across many different markets. Currently, the 

differentiators for widely-recognized certifications are focused towards validation or 

acceptance through certifying authorities (ICE, ANSI, and ISO) or through partnerships 

with academic institutions, particularly those with a large online presence. 

ASAE will need to establish strategic goals around working with these institutions and 

make progress towards including them in the process to validate or certify the growing 

list of credentials on the site. Additionally, ASAE will need to identify all software and 

shared services products needed to meet the technology implementation needs.  As 

such, year one Strategic Goals may include the following: 

 Integration with certifying agencies and published guidance on ASAE’s system for 

best practices and procedures to work through their certification processes. 

 A number of partnerships or vendor relationships with accredited academic 

institutes 

 Development of a full software implementation plan and contracts with any vendors 

necessary. 
 

Striving towards reaching these goals will position ASAE to effectively implement, and 

constantly improve, their framework to validate digital certifications as a recognized 

CAA.  

Viability in the Digital Market 
There are a multitude of examples of industry- or discipline-specific certifications (even 

some digital ones) gaining acceptance in distinct markets. However, there are 

applicable use cases to examine and learn from within the more targeted markets which 

have gained acceptance and creditability in their respective domains. 
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Lesson 1: Verification must be independent  
ASAE will work to empower partner organizations to develop and market their own 

certifications. This partnership will become one way to gain a non-centralized 

credibility, but it is only through working with external certifying agencies that 

universal authority can become assumed. 

In the case of the Online Marketing Institute, OMI created a curriculum and tier-

certifications in a market that had no centrally recognized provider of certifications, but 

many offering a variety of certifications that varied widely in their cost, impact, 

applicability, and rigor. OMI worked with state-accreditation bodies, as well as working 

with curriculum certification programs through Wharton School of Business to 

differentiate and gain a leading edge as a provider and a clearinghouse for a number of 

certifications. ASAE would work with its providers and empower them to apply a 

framework which required the same types of independent rigor.  

Lesson 2: Allow for variation and creative solutions for validation 
While working through certifying organizations, such as ISO, may be time-consuming 

and resource draining, the worst part for some organizations is that they don’t even 

have current, authoritative standards which can be applied in all fields. The lesson here 

is that, like ISO or any other recognized and authoritative centralized authority, acting 

as a CAA does not mean that ASAE owns the subject matter expertise to delineate 

requirements or grant certifications towards those requirements. They are free to pass 

along to their partner organizations the responsibility of subject matter expertise and 

instead focusing solely on acting as a verification body. With the depth of industries 

and disciplines with which ASAE would want to establish partnerships, it is very likely 

that some organizations would require that a new standard even be established before 

being able to accredit it. 

We can examine our own company’s case of how we certified our internal professional 

development program. At the time, there was no existing standard to management 

consulting in a professional development environment. So working with ANSI 

auditors, we developed and then implemented our own standard and chartered the 

first and only government consulting certification recognized by ANSI. Understanding 

this model enables us to help ASAE develop a similar system. 

Impact and Outcomes: ASAE’s Role in Providing Solutions 
In the past decade digital certifications have become more widespread, more accepted 

in the professional community, and more widely (and cheaply) available to potential 

workers. While this provides great opportunities to increase versatility, efficiency, and 

diversity into professional development environments, there have also been difficulties 
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in fully integrating them into a professional development environment. These 

challenges have largely been along three fronts discussed earlier: adoptability, 

recognition, and portability. 

ASAE can solve these issues by working with industry and certifying organizations by 

creating a centralized source to authenticate, recognize, publish, and promote 

certifications.  

Impact on adoption and recognition: Organizations have been slow to adopt digital 

credentials as a primary input and evaluation factor for their hiring and development 

programs. With a centralized and easily accessible source through ASAE’s extranet and 

role as a CAA, we can help industries to gauge the applicability and credibility of 

individual certifications. Organizations will have an incentive and an opportunity to 

put greater stock in using digital certifications in their hiring and professional 

development processes. 

Impact on credibility: More traditional designations often have authoritative and 

widely-recognized entities distributing and certifying them (ANSI, ICE, ATP, etc.). By 

creating a federated digital authority, ASAE’s system will account for certifications 

which already have the backing of recognized certifying organizations in this space, but 

by working with their user organizations to create a publicly-recognized framework 

their system will also serve to create credibility around a new form of credential which 

helps meet workforce demand. 

Impact on portability: Because it’s members work with so many types of organizations, 

such as trade associations, and academic and institutional organizations which are 

already large contributors in this space, ASAE has the capacity to build the critical mass 

necessary for widespread adoption and eventually, portability. This is an opportunity 

to provide a centralized source which would have recognition and applicability across 

the world on non-profits and associations. Having a centralized source which 

recognizes all applicable certifications would also have an impact in the private sector 

workforce as well, since so many of these organizations set the scale for what 

certifications are and are not accepted in the workforce. 
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