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How to Pass the PHR, SPHR, SHRM-CP, or SHRM-SCP — 

the First Time 

Congratulations on taking the next step in your HR career! Whether you’re pursuing the 

PHR, SPHR, SHRM-CP, or SHRM-SCP certification, earning your credential is a powerful 

move that can lead to higher salaries, expanded opportunities, and greater credibility in the 

workplace. 

But let’s be honest — these exams are no joke. 

They require serious preparation, a solid strategy, and a clear understanding of what you're 

walking into. 

This guide will walk you through everything you need to study smarter, avoid the 

common traps, and pass your exam on the first try. 

Overview: Which Exam Is Right for You? 

Before we dive in, let’s quickly recap what each certification is for: 

Certification Best For 
Administered 

By 

PHR (Professional in Human Resources) Early-career HR professionals HRCI 

SPHR (Senior Professional in Human 

Resources) 
Senior-level HR practitioners HRCI 

SHRM-CP (SHRM Certified Professional) Operational HR roles SHRM 

SHRM-SCP (SHRM Senior Certified 

Professional) 

Strategic, executive-level HR 

roles 
SHRM 

Each test has its own content outline, but many of the preparation strategies you’ll need are 

the same. Let’s dig in. 
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Section 1: What Topics to Focus On 

All four of these exams test your HR knowledge, but they also test your ability to apply 

that knowledge in real-world scenarios. That means memorizing terms isn’t enough — 

you need to think like a strategic HR leader. 

Here are the core content areas you should master: 

For PHR/SPHR (HRCI Exams): 

• Business Management & Strategy 

• Workforce Planning & Employment 

• Human Resource Development 

• Compensation & Benefits 

• Employee & Labor Relations 

• Risk Management 

Tip: SPHR focuses much more heavily on strategic thinking and leadership, so adjust 

your prep accordingly. 

For SHRM-CP/SHRM-SCP (SHRM Exams): 

• Leadership & Navigation 

• Business Acumen 

• Ethical Practice 

• Relationship Management 

• Consultation 

• Critical Evaluation 

• Global & Cultural Effectiveness 

• HR Expertise (HR Knowledge) 

Tip: SHRM exams are situational and behavioral — you’ll see a lot of real-world HR 

scenarios where you must choose the “best” and “next” course of action. 
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Section 2: The Biggest Test-Day Mistakes to Avoid 

Even well-prepared candidates can fall short if they make the following errors: 

1. Not Managing Time Properly 

You have limited time (typically 3 to 4 hours) and over 100+ questions to get through. Don’t 

spend too long on any one question. 

Strategy: Flag difficult questions and return to them later. Keep moving. 

2. Overthinking Scenario Questions 

Especially on SHRM exams, questions may have multiple “okay” answers. Many people 

overthink and pick what sounds good — not what’s best for the business. 

Strategy: Always choose the answer that reflects strategic and ethical decision-making. 

3. Skipping the Official Practice Tools 

Both SHRM and HRCI offer official practice tests and learning systems, and they’re worth it. 

Strategy: If budget allows, take at least one full-length official practice test under timed 

conditions. 

 

Section 3: Why Most Students Fail — and How to Make Sure You Don’t 

Reason #1: They Cram Instead of Plan 

These are not exams you can cram for in a weekend. 

Solution: Build a study schedule that gives you 8–12 weeks of consistent prep time. 

Reason #2: They Study the Wrong Way 

Reading a textbook cover to cover won’t cut it. The exam tests application, not just theory. 

Solution: Focus on: 

• Practice questions with explanations 

• Flashcards for key terms 

• Mock exams for timing 

• Real-life HR scenarios 



 

4 | P a g e  
 

 

Reason #3: They Underestimate the Exam 

Many experienced HR professionals think, “I’ve been doing this for years — I’ll be fine.” 

Unfortunately, that mindset can lead to failure. 

Solution: Respect the exam. Study strategically. Treat it like a professional milestone. 

Section 4: Sample Study Plan (8 Weeks) 

Here’s a basic weekly breakdown: 

Week Focus Area 

Week 1 Review exam content outline & choose study materials 

Week 2 HR operations, policies, and business management 

Week 3 Talent acquisition & workforce planning 

Week 4 Employee relations & engagement 

Week 5 Learning, development, and retention 

Week 6 Compensation, benefits, and compliance 

Week 7 Practice exams, flashcards, review weak areas 

Week 8 Final review + full-length timed mock exam 

 

Section 5: Recommended Resources 

• SHRM Learning System 

• HRCI Learning Materials 

• Pocket Prep App 

• Quizlet Flashcards 

• Train Me Today: Study groups or Self-paced Online Forum 
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Final Words of Encouragement 

Getting certified in HR is a major achievement. It demonstrates your commitment to 

excellence, strategic thinking, and leadership in the field. Yes, it’s challenging — but with 

the right mindset and preparation, you absolutely can pass on the first try. 

You’ve got this! 

Tip: If you’re serious about passing on the first try, don’t cut corners. Invest in a proven 
program like the one from Train Me Today.  It's a game-changer. 

Contact us:   

WB:  https://trainmetoday.com   

EM:  support@trainmetoday.com  

PH: 714-269-9925 Available 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. California time 

Register Today! 
 

https://trainmetoday.com/
mailto:support@trainmetoday.com
https://fs19.formsite.com/HRCoach/kyhesnw70u/index

