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Professionalism?
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         ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist

                            Passion to stay the course defines success.

It is now 2024, and it is obvious that the articles published in PEPonline and JPEP are written primarily by one person of the ASEP organization. I might as well conclude that since co-founding of the American Society Exercise Physiologists with Dr. Robert Robergs that a very small number of academic exercise physiologists come across as being interested in professionalism (1). I could even ask the question, “Why is it that professionalism is not a topic of interest? Why are academic exercise physiologists so caught up in their research projects and academic jobs that taking the time to support ASEP and professionalism in exercise physiology are at the bottom of their list? 

Stated somewhat differently, where is the passion to speak out on behalf of the profession of exercise physiologists? Why is it a topic of so little interest? These questions are of considerable interest to me, especially when you feel like you are one of a few who write about professionalism. Is it that everyone is so busy publishing their research papers that writing about professionalism is not going to happen? If so, where is the willingness to support exercise physiologists, regardless of whether they are engaged in doing research or not? What will encourage exercise physiologists at all levels to take the topic of professionalism to heart? I am an exercise physiologist, and I believe with every fiber of my body that thinking and writing about professionalism are absolutely 100% important. 

Who among us is doing his or her best to promote professionalism of the exercise physiologists who work in the United States? If it is not the faculty members, then why not? Also, what about the students who have graduated? Are they sharing with others that they are an exercise physiologist, and that they belong to ASEP? If not, then why not sit down today and write something about your work and your relationship with others with whom you work with? Do they belong to different professional organizations? Are they aware of the importance of professionalism? Have they talked about professionalism? Do you have certain friends who talk about the challenges that their professions are up against? Have you ever engaged in a conversation with a physical therapist or, perhaps, a nurse about membership in their profession-specific organizations? What do they think about professionalism?

An understanding of what is a profession is important. What it means to be a professional is 100% important. For certain, why professionalism in exercise physiology is integral to developing a core curriculum as a healthcare professional cannot be overlooked. Even the basis for a professional certification in the application of exercise as medicine is dependent on the evolution of common professional practices and ethical standards to guide exercise physiologists as exercise medicine healthcare professionals.

In 2001, I remember writing the following (2): “If what I have said makes sense to you, the answer is simple. Start walking and then sprint to join ASEP. Become a member and begin to preach the message, and the dream will unfold a day at a time. It will come to pass that those without the entrepreneurial spirit will see the light. Understandably, they too will move aggressively to market themselves and, where possible, they will create new products and research opportunities on behalf of all exercise physiology career opportunities. Now is the time to put our foot forward and to collapse a thousand hours of wasted opportunities. Now is the time, like none in history that allows for the incredible opportunity to market exercise physiology.”  

While the ASEP leaders are increasingly placing greater emphasis on the importance of professionalism, it cannot be overlooked that the elements of a profession are: (a) philosophy; (b) body of knowledge; (c) leaders; (d) guidelines for behavior; and (e) admission requirements. Each element must be thoughtfully planned for and implemented by academic exercise physiologists who understand why ASEP exist and its role in professionalism. Indeed, at present, the one element that needs a lot of work is “supporting professionalism.” And yet, while academic exercise physiologists are intellectual and highly capable, many have not joined ASEP to acknowledge the importance of professionalism and their support of the students’ role in healthcare. They have a high degree of scientific knowledge and hands-on laboratory experiences with a strong statistical and theoretical connection to healthcare and sports physiology, but they have not taken the information to the public sector with their students as potential ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists.  

The reader might expect that exercise physiology is founded on a strong healthcare philosophy, but that is not the case. Or, stated somewhat differently, it is not a well understood or a well-developed point of view as to “what is exercise physiology?” much less “who is an exercise physiologist.” Both points should be very shocking to the reader. At least both points were true until the founding of the American Society of Exercise Physiologists. The leadership developed the first-ever professional definition of “what is exercise physiology” and “who is an exercise physiologist” (3).  For example, refer to the following definitions and take a moment to think about what both mean.
 
· “Exercise Physiology is the identification of physiological mechanisms underlying physical activity, the comprehensive delivery of treatment services concerned with the analysis, improvement, and maintenance of health and fitness, rehabilitation of heart disease and other chronic diseases and/or disabilities, and the professional guidance and counsel of athletes and others interested in athletics, sports training, and human adaptability to acute and chronic exercise.”
· “Exercise Physiologist is a person who has an academic degree in exercise physiology, and/or who is certified by ASEP to practice exercise physiology via the Exercise Physiologist Certification (EPC), or who has a doctorate degree with an academic degree or emphasis in exercise physiology from an accredited college or university.”

Maybe the following thoughts [5] published in 1999 on “what’s in a title” might help clarify several points? “Title is important. I am an exercise physiologist. I am not an exercise scientist. The academic area I work in is exercise physiology. The name of the Department is Exercise Physiology. It is not the Department of Exercise Science or the Department of Kinesiology. My students earn either an undergraduate or a graduate degree in exercise physiology and, therefore, they graduate as an exercise physiologist.” Our power lies in our title. Exercise physiologists graduate with an exercise physiology degree. Similarly, a student who graduates with a physical therapy degree is a physical therapist. They are also healthcare professionals and, yes, they understand that they must have a degree in physical therapy, and they are licensed and certified to perform physical therapy.  

Again, it is worth repeating, getting a degree in exercise science or sports medicine does not entitle a person to refer him- or herself as an exercise physiologist. I have said this many times in many PEPonline articles. The following was published in 2001 (4), which is now 23 years ago: “The sports medicine myth of promoting exercise physiology simply is not correct. The purveyors of the myth that built sports medicine on the backs of exercise physiologists have benefited at the expense of young healthcare professionals in exercise physiology. Prestige and power appear to be the reward of such mismanaged thinking.  

The misinformation and outdated thinking of exercise science and sports medicine continues to confound and slow the process of understanding who is an exercise physiologist. The belief that both can survive with respect for the students within the elbow-link of a “college mentality” simply is not logical thinking. Therefore, that is why different academic degrees (like biomechanics, sports psychology, exercise immunology, exercise nutrition, sports management, and athletic training) have created their own specific organizations, and it does not take much time to locate the organizations on the Internet. 

To turn our back to ASEP, as many exercise physiologists have done, is to deny the reality of who we really are. This is why we have within each of us a need to understand the following passage in the Gospel of Thomas (5): ‘Jesus said, “If you bring forth what is within you, what you bring forth will serve you. If you do not bring forth what is within you, what you do not bring forth will destroy you.”’ The message contained in the passage applies to every exercise physiologist since it helps to open the way to understand why ASEP is so important. It is pastime that exercise physiologists should be motivated by what is right for exercise physiology rather than what is good for exercise science and sports medicine. 

Hence, in the words of Matt Wattles (6): “The bottom line is that exercise physiology professors have immense power to direct the role of the exercise physiologist profession. They can either choose to stand together united to promote the field or they can continue to stand alone…. At the same time, they can watch the other healthcare professionals begin to develop and implement exercise physiology into their professions as we idly sit by.” Honestly, those are the words of Mr. Wattles 23 years ago. Exercise physiologists are still failing to come together and support the profession of exercise physiology. Also, it appears rather obvious that many exercise physiologists simply do not care about “what is professionalism” and “what is so stupid of so many who are failing to reach out and support the profession of exercise physiology.”

Credo is a Latin word that, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, defines as "a statement of the beliefs or aims which guide someone's actions." Although “I believe…” statements by exercise physiologists regarding exercise physiology are seldom talked about much less presented at a national meeting or in an article, it is important that exercise physiologists begin the process of articulating what it means to be a member of the profession of exercise physiology. Why do I believe this rather basic point? The answer is because a courageous expression of commitment is helpful in instilling pride and common purpose within the organization, while also generating interest in the professional development of exercise physiologists as exercise medicine healthcare professionals. 

For exercise physiologists to say “I believe…” is not only the articulation of who exercise physiologists are called to be and what they are called to do, “I believe…” also provides a strong sense of confidence to deal with challenges and opportunities to tell the world that exercise physiology is an exercise medicine healthcare profession. Yes, contrary to the thinking of many academic exercise physiologists, regular exercise is medicine. Hence, “exercise medicine is a 100% expression that speaks to the importance of what ‘exercise’ and ‘medicine’ are believed to be.” Given this understanding, it should be prescribed by ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists who are academically and professionally prepared exercise medicine healthcare professionals just as medical doctors are expected to prescribe other medicines for a variety of health issues, diseases, and/or disabilities.

It is unfortunate that so many non-exercise physiologists feel compelled to believe they are educationally prepared to write exercise prescriptions for adults of all ages for physical inactivity, chronic diseases, and a variety of physical and mental conditions. Good health and well-being of the general population are expectations of the ASEP led exercise medicine healthcare professionals. That is the ASEP organization developed early on the first-ever Code of Ethics for exercise physiologists. Also, at approximately the same period of time, ASEP leaders developed the first-ever Academic Accreditation for the exercise physiology degree and, then the ASEP leadership published the first-ever ASEP Board Certification that professionalizes the professional practice of ASEP exercise physiologists. 

Imagine the power of exercise to heal and to prevent diseases and dysfunctions throughout the body, along with dozens of chronic diseases (such as heart disease, diabetes, colon cancer, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis, and obesity). The prescription of exercise medicine also helps to relieve mental symptoms of depression and anxiety that helps to improve mood and promote a person’s sense of well-being. Exercise medicine is an actual medicine, and it should be prescribed by ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologists. The leadership believes the previously mentioned credo instills pride and a common mind-set among the ASEP exercise physiologists, while also helping the community understand “who is” and “what does” an exercise physiologist do for the community at large.

Do you see yourself as you want to be or as you have been? Are you a recognized ASEP healthcare professional or a personal trainer or, perhaps, a fitness instructor, but would rather be known as an exercise physiologist? Change is harder than most things we will do in life. But, if you keep thinking about it, engaging in change, and thinking of yourself as an ASEP healthcare professional, then, it is a matter of time. Some have already accomplished it. They raised their expectations; they expect more from exercise physiology than they did in the past. They believe great things are in store for them and those they serve in the community. The power of expectation, thinking right, and living in the professional moment of change enable people and professional organizations to experience their dream. So, why not become an ASEP member and start challenging yourself to great things? 

Expand your vision of the exercise physiology practice. Focus on what it can be and not what it has been. Look beyond where things are and do what hasn’t been done. Dream big dreams! There are tremendous opportunities in healthcare as an ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist. As an example, you may want to start your own exercise medicine healthcare business? If you are an ASEP Board Certified Exercise Physiologist, you are qualified and educated. After all, you are the “one” healthcare professional who should be prescribing exercise medicine. Forget about the naysayers. Think positive thoughts. Be strong and go after your future. Say to yourself, “I’m going to fulfill my God-given destiny.” Develop the “I can-do” mentality. Enlarge your vision by living with the expectation of something better for yourself and society.


The Official ASEP Exercise Physiologist’s Credo

I do not choose to be a personal trainer, fitness instructor, laboratory technician, or a common exercise practitioner. It is my right to be who I want to be. It is my right to be an ASEP professional exercise physiologist. I seek professionalism and credibility. I do not wish to be certified by non-exercise physiology organizations that have nothing to do with the professional development of exercise physiologists. I want to be a member of the American Society of Exercise Physiologists. I want to be a member of the professional team of exercise physiologists as healthcare professionals. I understand the importance of the ASEP Code of Ethics, ASEP Accreditation Guidelines, ASEP Board Certification for the Exercise Physiology Prepared Candidates, and the ASEP Standards of Professional Practice. I refuse to give away the profession of exercise physiology to non-exercise physiologists. I will not trade my education or dignity for a non-exercise physiology major. It is my right to stand apart from non-exercise physiologists. I am proud of my membership with the American Society of Exercise Physiologists, and it is a pleasure to be an ASEP exercise medicine healthcare professional. I understand the importance of thinking with integrity and credibility in prescribing exercise medicine. All of this is what it means to me to be an ASEP exercise physiologist with enduring principles that remind me of the values that make up the American Society of Exercise Physiologists; an organization of enormous importance and a legacy I honor.

The fact that exercise physiologists have their own professional organization is extremely important. The American Society of Exercise Physiologists exists to help every exercise physiologist focus his or her attention on how to think, how to feel, and what to do as an exercise medicine healthcare professional. ASEP is the exercise physiologist’s power to come together to make the right commitment to their future development. After all, they are accountable to a higher level of thinking and standards due to the ASEP Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice. Individually and collectively, every exercise physiologist is part of a profession that is constantly working to make its professionalism even better than it was yesterday. In agreement are the words of Orison Swett Marden who said, "We lift ourselves by our thought, we climb upon our vision of ourselves" (7).

Slowly but surely, more exercise physiologists will recognize the importance of their title, professionalism, and using exercise medicine as the means to helping society’s health issues as well as make a living by developing their own healthcare business. Also, interestingly, more students realize today that exercise physiologists have their own professional organization and they, too, want to be part of the process of developing professionalism. They understand that the focus of the organization is to professionalize exercise physiology and, in so doing, they get that doing so will help the public sector and others understand that exercise physiology is more than sports and competition. In fact, a snapshot of future jobs in exercise physiology with a greater chance for career success includes not only the opportunities in athletics and sports training, academia and research, community health, fitness, and wellness, medical rehabilitation, government and military fitness programs, sports nutrition, and exercise medicine. 

Shane Paulson, the ASEP CEO said recently, “I may be one person, but I can (and I am) making a difference because I am an exercise physiologist and I refuse to sit by and do nothing. After all, we cannot just wait for change to happen. We must be the change.” How many times have you heard the expression, “I want to leave the world a better place.” That is what Shane is doing. Fortunately, he has it within himself to stay the course to realize his career dream. Also, it must be said that the extraordinary selfless choice of ASEP members and their support of ASEP worth mentioning. Many have shared their feelings how they think about ASEP, and they understand change is a process that takes place across decades. Yet, yesterday, today, and no doubt years to come, they are making a difference and they will continue to do so. Students and others are encouraged by their strength of character, and the fact that they continue to make ASEP a major part of their philosophy of life. The ASEP leadership gives thanks to everyone who supports ASEP and for leaving a trail to the future of the profession of exercise physiology.

Five articles (6, 7, 8, 9, 10) are listed to read more about professionalism in exercise physiology, and why exercise physiologists are responsible for stepping up to the plate and contributing to thinkable changes in our profession. Why not take a moment to click on each article to consider the various ways to think about exercise physiology and the need for the commitment of exercise physiologists to the growth of our profession?
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