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According to research by the Convention Industry Council (CIC) in 2012, “1.83M corporate 
and business meetings, trade shows, conventions, congresses, incentive events and other 
meetings take place in the U.S., resulting in $115B contribution to GDPand $66.8B in U.S. 
labor income” (CIC, 2014).  According to IBISWorld (2015a) the party and event planners 
industry is a five billion dollar industry with an annual growth of 4.8%, and employs more than 
215,000 in the U.S.  IBISWorld (2015b) also reports that the catering industry is a nine billion 
dollar industry (and growing) employing almost 138,000 people across the U.S.  So how does 
a person stand out in such a large, competitive and growing industry?  Certification.

In any industry, it is important for consumers and employers to have an easy way to identify 
professionals who are knowledgeable and dedicated to being the very best in the hospitality 
industry.  This is particularly true in the meeting, catering and special events industry where 
there is no required education to start an event business.  One of the best ways to identify 
an experienced and qualified professional is to look for industry certification.  It is a stamp of 
excellence that recognizes the knowledge and professionalism of those in the industry.

In addition to the recognition and personal accomplishment that comes from achieving 
certification, economic and professional advancement opportunities exist as well.  According 
to a 2014 report by the U.S. Census bureau, on the prevalence of alternative (non-degree) 
credentials, “holders of professional certifications, licenses or educational certificates 
earned more than those without an alternative credential at each level of education below a 
bachelor’s, including those with some college but no degree” (U.S. Census, 2014).  

Some industries have made certification an easy process to bolster their membership 
numbers and increase revenues.  But the hospitality and events industry is one that takes 
certification seriously.  While there are many certifications available through post-secondary 
education institutes and professional hospitality associations there are three major event 
industry certifications that are highly respected: the Certified Meeting Professional (CMP) 
issued through the Convention Industry Council (CIC), the Certified Professional in Catering 
& Events (CPCE) through the National Association for Catering & Events (NACE), and the 
Certified Special Events Professional (CSEP) issued through the International Special Events 
Society (ISES).  All three are prestigious in their own right and include elements of qualification 
and testing to measure the depth of experience and knowledge of the candidate.
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More than 10,000 individuals in 54 countries and territories hold the Certified Meeting 
Professional (CMP) designation and CMPs are considered the leading experts in the global 
meetings, conventions and exhibitions industry.  “The Convention Industry Council (CIC) 
launched the CMP program in 1985 to:
	 •		Identify a comprehensive body of knowledge in the meeting management profession
	 •		Promote	industry	standards,	practices	and	ethics
	 •		Stimulate	the	advancement	of	the	art	and	science	of	meeting	management
	 •		Increase	the	value	of	Certified	Meeting	Professionals	to	their	employers
	 •		Maximize	the	value	received	from	the	products	and	services	provided	by	CMPs

Today, the CMP credential is recognized globally as the badge of excellence in the meeting, 
convention, exhibition, and event industry. The qualifications for certification are based on 
professional experience, education, and a rigorous exam” (CIC, 2015a).

After a candidate has documented their professional experience and education they are 
eligible to sit for the CMP exam.  The exam consists of a multiple choice test that appraises 
ten domains of international standards.  These domains include: Strategic Planning, Project 
Management, Risk Management, Financial Management, Human Resources, Stakeholder 
Management, Meeting of Event Design, Site Management, Marketing, and Professionalism 
(CIC, 2015c).

Once a candidate has earned the CMP designation, “36 hours of experience in the meeting 
management field, and 25 hours of continuing education activities OR 15 hours of continuing 
education activities and three industry-support activities” are required for recertification every 
five years (CIC, 2015b, pg24).  This certifies that professionals are staying current with best 
practices and emerging trends in the industry.

 

The CMP
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The goals of the Certified Professionals in Catering and Events (CPCE) program “are to:
	 •		Establish	a	nationally	recognized	standard	of	competence	in	catering	and	events
	 •		Promote	professional	commitment	to	excellence	in	catering	and	events.
	 •		Endorse	active	participation	in	educational	offerings	that	support	the	continued	
     competency of Certified Professionals in Catering and Events.
	 •		Aid	employers	in	identifying	qualified	catering	and	events	personnel.
	 •		Enhance	the	professional	image	of	the	catering	and	events	industry	professionals.
	 •		Provide	a	sense	of	personal	achievement	for	the	advancement	of	one’s	career”
(NACE, 2015).

The exam covers eight core competencies that are essential for every event professional to 
demonstrate no matter their particular specialty.  These competencies include: Accounting, 
Beverage Management, Catering Services, Contracts and Agreements, Event Management, 
Food Production, Human Resources, and Sales and Marketing.

Continuing education credits are required for recertification every five years.  This can be 
acquired through online training, employer training or attending an industry conference such 
as NACE Experience or The Special Event Show.  This ensures that certified professional stays 
current with the cutting-edge training and emerging trends.

The CPCE
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“The special events industry has experienced phenomenal growth, is more challenging 
than ever and requires an increasing level of professionalism. The CSEP designation sets 
professionals apart from the competition and indicates expertise in the preparation and 
execution of successful special events. CSEP benefits include:
	 •		Competitive	Marketing	Advantage:		The	CSEP	designation	is	the	only	certification	
 within the meetings/incentives/conventions/expositions (MICE) industry that 
  signifies knowledge in all facets of the special events industry. It conveys credibility 
 and a competitive edge when marketing or soliciting business.
	 •		Professional	Development:	CSEP	designees	gain	advanced,	market-relevant	events	
 industry expertise indicating to stakeholders a career-long commitment to personal 
 and professional development
	 •		Networking	Opportunities:	Internationally	recognized	CSEPs	are	connected	to	an	
 elite global community of other highly motivated career professionals who are 
 dedicated to promoting industry standards and professionalism.
	 •		Recognition:	CSEPs	utilize	the	designation	as	an	authoritative	indicator	after	
 their name and for promotion on corporate or personal communications 
 demonstrating commitment, experience, knowledge, expertise and professionalism in 
 a constantly evolving and increasingly competitive industry.
	 •		Increased	exposure:	Acknowledged	as	a	prestigious	international	designation	
 of professional achievement in the events industry, the CSEP distinguishes designees 
 as knowledgeable specialists and experienced practitioners.
	 •		Improve	Performance:	Preparation	for	and	maintenance	of	the	CSEP	designation	
 increases special events industry knowledge, removing performance uncertainty for 
 clients while opening market opportunities those who carry the certification.”
(ISES, 2015a).

CSEP applicants must have three documented years of full-time employment within the 
special events industry to qualify for the exam.  The CSEP exam covers four weighted 
core competencies essential to planning a special event.  These competencies include: 
Development Phase – 27%, Pre-production Phase – 45%, Production Phase – 20%, and Post-
production Phase – 8% (ISES, 2015b).

Once a CSEP, the designee is required to recertify their credentials every five years.  This can 
be accomplished through continuing education, work experience, and service to the industry.  
Recertification demonstrates dedication to maintaining a comprehensive, standardized body 
of practitioner knowledge in an ever changing events profession. 

The CSEP
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Conclusion
Employers in the hospitality industry are starting to be more specific in the certifications they 
are requesting from job applicants as well.  A search of the major job boards finds that the 
CMP, CPCE, and CSEP designations are either in the mandatory or preferred skill lists of many 
companies.  There is also a trend for companies to sponsor or require certification within a 
specific time frame for those hired without the designation at the time an offer is made.

As the job market continues to be competitive and educated consumers become the norm, 
certification is one of the best ways to set an event professional apart from the crowd.  
Staying abreast of new trends, issues, and opportunities is essential.  The hospitality industry 
is one that is always evolving and should be on the cutting edge of innovation. Joining the 
ranks of those that have earned professional certification is one of the most comprehensive 
and cost effective avenues to be on the forefront of the trends and education needed to be 
the best of the best.
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