Should You Pursue Certification or Build
Projects? What Data Hiring Managers Say

Choosing how to break into—or move up in—the data field can feel daunting. Should you invest
months preparing for an exam, or spend that time building a portfolio of real projects? The
answer isn’t one-size-fits-all. Hiring managers consistently emphasise job-ready skills,
problem-solving ability, and communication. How you demonstrate those attributes—through
credentials, projects, or ideally both—can shape whether you land interviews and offers.

To understand the trade-offs, it helps to look at what employers actually evaluate first. For
entry-level roles, managers want evidence you can clean messy data, formulate a question
worth answering, and translate results into decisions. They scan CVs for clear outcomes
(“reduced churn by 3%”), then jump to your GitHub, portfolio site, or a shared dashboard.
They’re searching for reproducible work, readable code or notebooks, and explanations aimed
at non-technical stakeholders. A concise case study that tells a business story usually carries
more weight than long lists of tools.

If you're pivoting from another domain or need structured learning, a data analyst certification
course can provide a curated curriculum, deadlines, and a recognised signal of commitment.
The best programmes blend fundamentals (SQL, Excel, statistics), core tools (Python or R, Bl
platforms), and practical assessments. For some hiring managers—especially in large
organisations with high applicant volume—a known credential can help your CV pass an initial
screen. It won’t guarantee a job, but it can verify a baseline of knowledge and show you’ve
invested in your development.

What Real Projects Demonstrate

Projects reveal how you think. They show your ability to define a problem, select appropriate
methods, and produce something others can use. Strong examples include a cohort retention
analysis for a mobile app, a pricing elasticity study using controlled experiments, or a customer
feedback classifier that converts unstructured text into action. Managers often look for projects
that mirror workplace constraints: incomplete data, tight timelines, and ambiguous requirements.
Documenting trade-offs—why you chose a simpler model for interpretability, or how you
validated assumptions—signals mature judgement.

When Certification Makes Sense

Certification is useful when you need structure, want credibility in a new region or industry, or
must fill specific knowledge gaps. It’s particularly helpful if your degree or past roles don’t
obviously map to analytics. Managers also view credentials favourably when accompanied by
evidence of application: capstone projects, lab assessments, or internship experience. Put



differently, certification opens doors; projects invite people through them. If your schedule is
limited, consider shorter, targeted credentials that culminate in a project you can discuss in
depth.

How Hiring Managers Assess Portfolios

Many reviewers apply a quick rubric. They check: (1) relevance—does your work align with the
role (e.g., marketing analytics, operations, product)? (2) complexity—did you move beyond
basic charts to segmentation, forecasting, or causal inference when appropriate? (3) rigour—are
methods justified and results validated? (4) clarity—can a non-technical leader grasp the “so
what” in two minutes? Make your portfolio easy to navigate: a landing page with three to five
standout projects, each with a short problem statement, approach, key findings, and links to
code, data sources, and a live dashboard or report.

Common Mistakes Candidates Make

e Treating tools as achievements. Listing “Pandas, Power BI, Tableau” without outcomes
says little. Show impact.

e Hiding the process. Managers want to see your reasoning, not just a final chart.

e Over-engineering. A simple baseline with strong interpretation beats an opaque model
that’s hard to explain.

e Messy repos. Inconsistent file names, no README, and missing requirements waste
reviewers’ time.

e Weak communication. Avoid jargon for executives; avoid hand-waving for engineers.
Tailor the narrative.

A Balanced Plan: Combine Both Strategically

You don’t need to choose exclusively. The strongest candidates sequence learning and proof.
Start by mapping the target role’s core competencies: SQL proficiency, descriptive and
inferential statistics, A/B testing, dashboarding, and stakeholder communication. Build a study
plan that covers gaps through textbooks, courses, or mentoring. Immediately apply each skill in
a small, scoped project: for instance, write three analytics SQL queries against a public dataset,
or rebuild a KPI dashboard for a familiar domain. Share progress publicly—short write-ups on
LinkedIn or a blog demonstrate momentum and help you refine your narrative.

Aim for three portfolio projects that together show breadth and depth: one ETL/data-cleaning
piece with SQL; one analytical case with hypothesis testing or forecasting; and one
business-facing dashboard with clear decisions and follow-up actions. Treat each as a product:
version-control your work, write unit tests for critical functions, and include a README with



setup steps, assumptions, and limitations. Pair this with interview practice that focuses on
structured thinking: clarify the business problem, propose metrics, outline data checks, describe
the method, and discuss risks.

Standing Out in Interviews

Expect practical prompts: “How would you measure the impact of a new feature?” or “What
metric would you choose to track customer health?” Use a consultative structure—define the
objective, choose relevant KPls, describe the experiment or observational design, and explain
how you’d ensure data quality. If you reference a portfolio project, be ready to discuss trade-offs:
why you selected a linear model over a tree-based approach, how you handled missingness, or
how you validated seasonality in a forecast. Interviewers often probe communication: can you
translate findings into a recommendation with cost, risk, and next steps?

Making the Decision for Your Situation

Choose the path that closes your biggest gap. If you lack fundamentals and accountability, a
structured programme offers scaffolding and a credible milestone. If you already know the tools
but lack evidence of impact, prioritise projects with measurable outcomes and business
narratives. If you're short on time, blend micro-credentials with tightly scoped projects. Most
importantly, craft a cohesive story: who you are, what problems you love solving, and how your
work changes decisions.

In short, hiring managers hire for impact, not just for badges or beautiful notebooks. Credentials
can help you get noticed; projects help you get remembered. The most reliable strategy is to
combine structured learning with real-world application and present it through clear,
decision-oriented storytelling. If you decide that a classroom environment will accelerate your
progress, a data analyst certification course can be a smart investment—provided you turn that
knowledge into projects that demonstrate judgement, rigour, and value.



https://www.excelr.com/data-analyst-course-training
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