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The Elements of Professionalism

Think back to your high school
chemistry class. I recall a giant poster
of the periodic table of chemical ele-
ments located at the front of the class-
room. The textbook had the table
printed on the inside of the front cover.
The table contained 107 elements,
each with its own symbol, atomic num-
ber and atomic weight. The atoms of
these elements are the most funda-
mental units we know of. Indeed, all
matter known can be dismantled into
fewer than 107 building blocks. Each is
identified by its specific properties. The
elements are dynamically interrelated,
joining with each other to form mole-
cules that take on new properties. They
are the starting point for understand-
ing and a source of disagreement and
controversy among scientists. The
point is that this is the same line of
thinking we need to apply to our anal-
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ogy, the elements of professionalism.
Defining the elements of profession-

alism is difficult. The specific criteria
needed to determine who is and who
is not professional are vague and elu-
sive. The purpose is not to set a tone
of snobbery, but to improve and uphold
the value of the professional title. To ac-
complish this, we begin with problems
associated with definition. Next is a dis-
cussion of the 10 elements followed by
the values of professionalism. Last is
the topic of professionalization; the pro-
cess of becoming professional or a pro-
fession.

This article approaches profession-
alism in a universal sense. This is be-
cause all professions have the same
standards of professionalism. Refer-
ence to the golf course management
profession is limited to avoid the impli-
cation of a double standard.
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The Problem of Definition
Why is it important to define profes-

sionalism? It seems the prestige asso-
ciated with being professional has
been diluted. Definition helps restore
prestige and credibility to the title. The
word is used too often in a casual
sense. Advertising frequently uses the
professional claim to complete the
sale. It's hoped that consumers will feel
secure and satisfied that they are re-
ceiving the highest level of service
available. Too often this is not the case.
If you "let your fingers do the walking,"
wear hip boots; the Yellow Pages are
flooded with advertisers using the pro-
fessional claim.

There is another reason for defini-
tion. It provides a reference for individ-
uals and occupations in the process of
professionalization. It will help them to
set objectives and monitor progress
over time. It is clear there is a need for
definition, but what is it?

To write a concise definition of pro-
fessionalism is a struggle. In theory, the
ideal definition would expose the am-
ateur who is disguised as a profes-
sional. The definition would include a
list of specific elements that could be
independently judged in a quantitative
fashion. If you did not "rank" in each
element, you could not claim profes-
sional status. This approach, however,
is oversimplified and therefore unreal-
istic and meaningless. The context of
any single element is intensely dynam-
ic. Each element consists of sub-ele-
ments and each sub-element can be
divided many times thereafter. Judging
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each element independently would be
a chore because they are very interre-
lated. Such a rigid structure of defini-
tion does not allow fair evaluation
among professions. Further, the eval-
uation of professional performance is
50 subjective that a yes or no determi-
nation would be impossible.

There is no universally accepted def-
inition of Professionalism. Nor can any
one profession claim to be the most
professional. In my mind, the most ap-
propriate definition utilizes a simple
High to Low scale of professionalism.
To use this definition we examine each
element of professionalism and an-
swer, in our own minds, the extent that
we possess each element. The follow-
ing section examines each of the ten
elements in detail.

1. Appearance
Do not underestimate the impor-

tance of your appearance during work.
It is a key tool to regulate perception.
Professionals provide services for cli-
ents. Because clients pay for that ser-
vice, they rightfully formulate percep-
tions and make judgments based upon
their perceptions. You are judged be-
cause the client wants to access the
quality of service. This is especially
true in a first impression situation. Of
course your appearance is only one of
the many attributes that you can be
judged on.

Here is the important link: the clients'
perception and judgment are derived
from their own opinion of what is ap-
propriate. If your attire does not coin-
cide with their belief of what is appro-
priate, you will be marked lower, in their
mind, on the scale of professionalism.
Is this fair? Of course not! One's ap-
pearance is not a reliable indicator of
professional ability. However, it is real~
lstlc to say that this type of judgment

occurs frequently.
There is a large degree of miscon-

ception that to be considered profes-
sional you must wear a suit and tie to
work. Obviously this is because a suit
and tie are appropriate for many well
recognized professions. For other pro-
fessionals, researchers and engineers
for instance, that attire is not always ap-
propriate. Look to the client to deter-
mine what is appropriate. If the mem-
bership of a private country club does
not consider blue jeans appropriate for
themselves, neither should the man-
agement. Success is when you mod-
ify your appearance to prevent a mis-
conception about yourself and your
profession.

2. Association
The professional's association pro-

tects and enhances the interest of its
members. The association protects the
profession from the laity by maintain-
ing the integrity of its membership, also
referred to as gatekeeping. The most
common practice is to set minimum
performance levels on certification ex-
ams. The CPA exam requires a score
of 75% or better on each of the four
sections to pass the exam. The asso-
ciation can further gatekeep by choos-
ing the content of certification exams,
and the number of credits for continu-
ing education.

It's also the association's responsi-
bility 10enforce its code of ethics. Fair
and proper enforcement have suffered
due to high legal costs. It's a shame to
see the conduct of a few people erode
the professional credibility of many.
Other association functions include de-
velopment of political lobbies, fund
raising for scholarships or research
and maintaining relations with fellow
associations. All these functions serve
the same purpose: to look after the
long term needs of the membership.

Members receive a long list of ben-
efits from their association. Foremost
is education. Timely information is a
commodity. How often do you use it?
The primary source of information is
the professional journal. If you find it
difficult to read it cover to cover, make
sure to at least read the table of con-
tents. This way you will know what in-
formation you are missing. Seminars,
conferences and symposiums are ex-
tra special because they facilitate dis-
cussion with speakers and colleagues.
Public relations, another benefit, is ac-
complished through direct advertising
and sponsorship.

Informing the public about the sig-
nificance of your profession and asso-
ciation is beneficial.

A successful public relations pro-
gram does not use symbolism 10 cre-
ate an illusion of professionalism, nor
does it automatically make its mem-
bers professionals. Professionalism
within the profession is only accom-
plished by each member's perfor-
mance and conduct.

3. Autonomy
Autonomy 15 perhaps the highest

valued element of professionalism. II's
the degree of freedom of choice in
one's work. This is the element that al-
lows us to choose how much creativ-
ity and responsibility we desire in our
work. How much freedom do you have
to make decisions with respect to:
choice of clients, project initiation and
direction, techniques, material selec-
tion and appropriation of money need-
ed. The most pure form ot autonomy
allows the professional to have total
control of the client's service.

Self-regulation is also a component
of Autonomy. How many hours a day
do you work with a senior (boss)? Are
you given specific guidelines on how
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(Continued from page 5)
to perform your work? Are instructions
rigid or open-ended with many possi-
ble outcomes? Do you need permis-
sion to work outside guidelines or or-
ganizational structure? What happens
when you deviate from these guide-
lines? Is your individual judgment en-
couraged and valued? The answers to
these questions provide an indication
of your scale of Autonomy.

Professionals high on the scale of
Autonomy look to their peers rather
than their superiors for work perfor-
mance evaluation. They consider the
performance of their peers to be the
most reliable source of comparison to
determine seff worth and evaluation.
From this, they maintain their own stan-
dards of excellence and success.

4. Continuing Education
The premise of continuing education

is "at what rate does the assumed
knowledge of a profession change?"
A profession must be rapidly changing.
This demands that the professional
keep pace with all aspects of change.
They might include product develop-
ment, new techniques or methods, reg-
ulations, political issues and concerns
specific to a profession. The profes-
sional needs to pursue the education
needed to fully understand the
changes as they occur.

The continuing education element is
one of the most important. It distin-
guishes pseudo-professionals from
true professionals. The success of the
latter is contingent upon each individ-
ual's ability to place himself at the lead-
ing edge of change. The university pro-
fessor (researcher) is a classic exam-
ple of a professional whose success is
contingent upon changing knowledge.
The pseudo-professional, however,
does not risk success in the face of
change. It's likely that the continuing
education element will continue to be
important in the future.

5. Education
It's clear in my mind that today's

standards demand a minimum of a
four-year bachelor degree to be recog-
nized on the education scale of profes-
sionalism. The associate degree offers
excellent opportunities. Graduates ob-
tain well respected jobs and salaries.
However, it does not provide even foot-
ing with a bachelor degree.

Education standards for all occupa-
tions increase through time. Indeed the
standards have accelerated in the past
50 years. This is evidenced by the fact
that many young professionals have a
higher level of education than their se-

niors. This trend is not new. In 1924, Ri-
chard J. Walsh, editor of Collier's ~ek-
Iy remarked,

"The self-made manager in busi-
ness is nearing the end of his
road. Despite his own blind faith
in the 'practical'. He is already hir-
ing professionally trained engi-
neers, chemists, accountants and
hygienists ... He must himself
turn to professional education or
surrender control to those who
d "o.

The point is not to undermine the value
of experience. Practical and formal ed-
ucation are not substitutes for each
other. The best approach is to treat
them as complements of each other.

6. Ethics
"An ethic is a system of standards lor

moral judgment. "1 The last word
"judgment" suggests that standards of
ethics are personal and very diverse.
All of us are responsible for our own ac-
tions or inactions. For this reason, each
person needs to refer to his personal
code of ethics to define ethical behav-
ior. Professional standards of ethics in-
sist that any source of persuasiveness
or power that results from professional
employment be used within the individ-
ual's personal code of ethics and the
professional association's code of eth-
ics. Every member needs to uphold
professional standards of ethics. The
extent to which this is accomplished
will ultimately determine the reputation,
integrity and character of the profes-
sional association and its members.

7. Expertise
This is the bread and butter element.

It· requires the basic assumption that
the professional is able to profess
knowledge to the client. What at-
tributes distinguish the expert from the
amateur? The expert offers a full time
commitment to a single occupation.
They receive in-depth intellectual train-
ing; using that knowledge as a founda-
tion, they readily accept new knowl-
edge to enhance their expertise. The
professional is rich with work-related
experience and constantly evaluates it
to improve future work performance.
He understands how to use two types
of knowledge, theory and practice, to
make intelligent and responsible deci-
sions. Some professions are required
to blend art and science to achieve
goals. With all of this in mind, the pro-
fessional applies these attributes to de-

1 Dunham, A.B. Organizational BehENior. Richard
D. Irwin, tnc., 1984. 49Q-6
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liver first rate service to his clients.

8. Responsibility
This is probably the simplest ele-

ment among the 10 elements of profes-
sionalism. Yet only a few professions
can make a convincing case for it. You
can think of it this way: how important
is your work to the client? In other
words, what are the consequences il
you make a mistake? Is it possible to
remedy the mistake or are the conse-
quences irreversible? The medical pro-
fession and legal profession have a
major claim on this element. Their
responsibility to perform goes well
beyond client satisfaction in order to
maintain their job security. Their
abilities or lack of abilities often have
a permanent effect on their clients.
Rightfully so, this element is the major
reason for the high prestige of these
two professions.

9. Salary
Why is salaried compensation an

element of professionalism? There are
two reasons. The first is overtime. Sal-
aried professionals receive less com-
pensation for their overtime hours than
scheduled hours. This separates the
wage earner from the salaried profes-
sional. They willingly provide extra ser-
vice because it's a source of intrinsic
satisfaction and part of their profes-
sional self-concept. The second rea-
son relates to the professional person's
strong service orientation. To provide
competitive service requires a flexible
schedule. Compensation here be-
comes tedious and sometimes very
costly to the client. Perhaps the best
reason for salaried compensation is
the implied trust it fosters between the
professional and organization to look
after each others interests.

10. Social Behavior
Work related social events are a key

component of professionalism. Since
they are work related, professional con-
duct is appropriate. Disseminating
harmful information about colleagues
or the organizations they work for is
sub-standard in all professions. Doing
50 always degrades the perpetrator's
reputation more than the subject it was
intended for.

The Values of Professional Work
So far the focus of this article is on

what is required of professionals to do
their work. This section asks the re-
verse question: what do professionals
require from their work? Although the
professional's goal and values toward
work are individualistic, it's relatively
safe to make some generalizations. A



generalization can be made about the
professional's work orientation. One
writer, Dubin, describes the work-crt-
ented professional as:

':4 person who finds major setls-
factions and rewards, as well as
his deepest disappointments and
frustrations, in his work. He is job-
centered and values highly what
happens at the workplace. He in~
vests much physica' and psycho~
logical energy in his work, and he
expects much in return. The most
loyal employees and the most bit-
ter critics of the organization are
to be found among work-oriented
oeopte. "
The primary goals or values that pro-

fessionals seek in their work can be
summarized as: individual satisfaction
and career development, autonomy,
economic security and enhancement,
and occupational integrity and identifi-
cation.

It becomes clear that many crctes-
slonals depend a great deal on their or-
ganizations to maintain t.heir profes-
sional self-concept. Conflict develops
when the professional cannot rely on
the organization to support profes-
sional goals. It becomes a battle of ser-
vice to the organization - versus ser-
vice 10 the profession. The result is a
person committed to work, but ~ot ~ec~
essarily to the employing orqamzatton.
This situation is too often true with the
young professional just out of college.
A great deal of frustration (i.e. wasted
energy) is realized as their newly
adopted values and ideas from. school
are twisted and hammered to fit a real
life working system of standards.

Another point of conflict occurs when
the reward system, as controlled by the
employer, does not agree with the pro-
fessional's theoretical reward system
which is based on peer judgment. Who
is right? Conflict continues when the
employer sets aside professional de-
velopment in the interest of short-term
increased productivity or savings. The
same is true when the employer fails
to specify who the client is. Is the pro-
fessional in the case of a golf course
manager: expected to service the con-
flicting needs of the officers, board
members committee members or gen-
eral mem'bership? Professionals com-
monly complain that their organiza-
tions divert and underutilize their tal-
ent, making goal attainment difficult.

These are only a few of the needs
that professionals ask of their orqani-
zations. If the structure of the organi-
zation, rather than the structure of the

profession, limits the opportunity for
professional growth, 10w.organ.lzatlOnal
loyalty and job satisfaction Will occur.

Professionalization
As mentioned earlier, professional-

ization is the movement of an occupa-
tion, or members of an occupation,
from non-professional status to protes-
atonal status. Early in history there
were only three, relatively unchal-
lenged professions: medicine, law and
ministry. In fact, the lines were drawn
so clearly that even surgeons were
considered non-professional because
they worked with their hands.

The list of recognized professions to-
day is considerably longer. Probably
well over 150 occupations have gone
forth to earn society's acceptance as
a profession. What professions have
been successful? That's a burning
question for many where few are in
agreement; it will not be addressed
here. More importantly, one should
ask, why the rapid influx of profes-
sions?

There are several reasons, all related
to the push for progress. First, our so-
ciety has long been in a trend of spe-
cialization of work. This is in response
to demands for increased efficiency
and new knowledge. Overlap of knowl-
edge is not time efficient and wastes
energy that is needed to further
progress.

The second reason is the acceler-
ated rate at which we are obtaining
knowledge. A profession in computer
science, for example, was unheard of
40 years ago. For both these reasons,
individuals have been pushed to seek
higher levels of education, continuing
education, compensation, autonomy
and other elements of professionalism
to satisfy the demands placed on them.

Is the end in sight? Are we in the pro-
cess of professionalizing the world?
Two British writers, Lewis and Maude,
have this view: "In the fullness of time,
may John Smith, Chimney Sweep, be-
come John Smith A.1.D.D. (Associate of
the Institution of Domestic Decar-
bonizers)? "

It's worth identifying the stages in-
volved to transform an occupation into
a profession. The following were origi-
nally proposed by researchers Wilen-
sky and Hughes. They are theoretical
and not necessarily chronological.

1. Doing the work full-time.
2. Setting standards of work and ed-

ucation (certification).
3. Establish an association.
4. Delegate routine work to others

(specialize).
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5. Judge from within what is proper
work.

6. Gain a monopoly of skills.
7. Establish a code of ethics.
Kleingartner suggests that occu~a~

tions will encounter two types of rests-
tance during protessionanzatlorr resis-
tance from without and resistance from
within. Outside resistance might be
lack of government support for a certi-
fication program or competition from a
related established profession. Doctors
and hospitals have been a source of
outside opposition for nurses. Regis-
tered nurses, on the other hand, op-
pose practical nurses from infringing
on their turf, a source of resistance
from within. Younger members in the
profession often incur internal resis-
tance from older members who have
different views of the profession.

Summary and Conclusion
We apply the same type of thinking

about the chemical elements as we do
the professional elements. "!"heyare.i~-
dividual units identified With specific
properties to help us understand the
vast dynamics encountered when stud-
ied as a whole. The best definition of
professionalism utilizes a simple high
to low scale of each element. Evalua-
tion of professional ability must con-
sider that each element contains nu-
merous situation dependent subele-
ments. The 10 elements are appear-
ance, association, autonomy, continu-
ing education, education, ethics, ex-
pertise, responsibility, salary, and so-
cial behavior. Professionals tend to
value a "live to work" attitude rather
than a "work to live" attitude. They re-
quire professional work ideals for job
satisfaction and are frustrated when
their organizations conflict with th.em.
Professionalization is how occupancns
become professions and is a result of
a push for progress.

There once was a time when less
Ihan three or four professions could
claim true professional status. This i~
just the point to be made; the determi-
nation of what is and what is not a pro-
fession can be only for one moment in
lime. This is because professional sta-
tus changes with time. In 1990, there
is more room than ever for society's ac-
ceptance of new professions. The de-
mands and complexities for so many
occupations have accelerated t';' the
extent that many are equally inter-
changeable with the old standbys. One
such occupation is golf course man-
agement, it exemplifies the elements
of professionalism.




