International Journal of Medical Toxicology & Legal Medicine Volume 27, No. 3S, 2024
e-ISSN: 0974-4614
p-ISSN: 0972-0448

Addressing the Laboratory Workforce Shortage in Saudi Arabia:
Strategies for Recruitment, Retention, and Education - A
Qualitative Study

Mohammed Hussain Abdulmohsen Albeladi', Ahmad Tahir A Al Hamad?, Saeed Hassan
H Al Abbad®, Mohammed Khalifah Mohammed Alali*, Aref Ali A Alessa®

145gpecialist-Laboratory
%3Technician-Laboratory

Received: 10.09.2024 Revised: 18.10.2024 Accepted: 24.11.2024

ABSTRACT

Objective: This qualitative study aimed to explore strategies for addressing the laboratory workforce shortage in
Saudi Arabia, focusing on recruitment, retention, and education.

Methods: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 laboratory professionals, including specialists
and technicians, working in various healthcare settings across Saudi Arabia. Participants were recruited using
purposive sampling, and data were analyzed using thematic analysis.

Results: Four main themes emerged from the data: (1) expanding educational programs, (2) enhancing job
satisfaction and work environment, (3) promoting public awareness and recognition, and (4) fostering
collaboration and partnerships. Participants emphasized the need for increasing the capacity and quality of
educational programs, improving working conditions and career advancement opportunities, raising public
awareness about the importance of laboratory professionals, and establishing collaborations between educational
institutions and healthcare facilities.

Conclusion: Addressing the laboratory workforce shortage in Saudi Arabia requires a multifaceted approach
that encompasses strategies for recruitment, retention, and education. Policymakers, educational institutions, and
healthcare organizations should work together to implement these strategies and ensure a sufficient and
competent laboratory workforce to meet the growing healthcare demands in the country.
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INTRODUCTION

The laboratory workforce plays a crucial role in the healthcare system, providing essential diagnostic and
monitoring services that inform patient care and public health decisions (Alyami & Alyami, 2020). However,
many countries, including Saudi Arabia, face a significant shortage of qualified laboratory professionals, which
can compromise the quality and timeliness of laboratory services (Alshaikh et al., 2018). Addressing this
shortage requires a comprehensive understanding of the factors contributing to the problem and the development
of effective strategies for recruitment, retention, and education of laboratory professionals.

In Saudi Arabia, the demand for laboratory services has been growing rapidly due to factors such as population
growth, increased prevalence of chronic diseases, and the expansion of healthcare infrastructure (Albejaidi,
2010). However, the supply of laboratory professionals has not kept pace with this growing demand, leading to a
widening gap between the available workforce and the healthcare system's needs (Alharbi, 2018). This shortage
can result in increased workload, reduced job satisfaction, and compromised patient care quality (Alghamdi et
al., 2019).

To address this challenge, it is essential to develop a comprehensive understanding of the strategies that can be
employed to attract, retain, and educate laboratory professionals in Saudi Arabia. This qualitative study aimed to
explore the perspectives of laboratory specialists and technicians on the most effective approaches to address the
workforce shortage in the country, focusing on recruitment, retention, and education.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Several studies have investigated the factors contributing to the laboratory workforce shortage and potential
strategies to address this issue. However, most of these studies have been conducted in Western countries, and
there is limited research specific to the Saudi Arabian context.
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1. Recruitment Strategies

Effective recruitment strategies are essential to attract individuals to the laboratory profession. Bashawri et al.
(2006) highlighted the importance of promoting the field of laboratory medicine among high school and college
students in Saudi Arabia to increase awareness and interest in this career path. They also suggested offering
scholarships and financial incentives to encourage students to pursue laboratory science education.

In the United States, Rothenberg et al. (2002) identified several successful recruitment strategies, including
targeted marketing campaigns, partnerships with educational institutions, and the development of career ladders
and mentorship programs. These strategies can be adapted to the Saudi Arabian context to attract more
individuals to the laboratory profession.

2. Retention Strategies

Retaining qualified laboratory professionals is crucial to maintain a stable and competent workforce. Job
satisfaction and a positive work environment are key factors influencing retention. Alamri et al. (2016) found
that inadequate staffing, high workload, and limited opportunities for professional development were among the
main reasons for job dissatisfaction and turnover among laboratory professionals in Saudi Arabia.

Strategies to improve retention include providing competitive salaries and benefits, offering opportunities for
career advancement and professional development, and fostering a supportive work environment (Albejaidi,
2010). Implementing flexible scheduling and reducing non-technical tasks can also help alleviate workload and
improve job satisfaction (Alshaikh et al., 2018).

3. Education and Training

Ensuring an adequate supply of well-educated and skilled laboratory professionals is essential to address the
workforce shortage. Alghamdi et al. (2019) emphasized the need for expanding and enhancing laboratory
science education programs in Saudi Arabia to meet the growing demand for qualified professionals.

Alharbi (2018) suggested the establishment of national standards for laboratory science education and the
development of specialized training programs to improve the competency of the workforce. Collaboration
between educational institutions and healthcare facilities can also provide students with valuable hands-on
experience and facilitate their transition into the workforce (Bashawri et al., 2006).

While these studies provide valuable insights into potential strategies for addressing the laboratory workforce
shortage, there is a need for more qualitative research to explore the perspectives of laboratory professionals in
Saudi Arabia and identify context-specific solutions. This study aimed to fill this gap by providing an in-depth
understanding of the strategies that can be employed to recruit, retain, and educate laboratory professionals in
the country.

METHODS

1. Study Design

This study employed a qualitative descriptive design using semi-structured interviews to explore strategies for
addressing the laboratory workforce shortage in Saudi Arabia, focusing on recruitment, retention, and education.

2. Participants and Setting

Purposive sampling was used to recruit 20 laboratory professionals, including specialists and technicians,
working in various healthcare settings across Saudi Arabia. Participants were selected based on their experience
and willingness to share their perspectives on the research topic. Table 1 presents the demographic
characteristics of the participants.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 20)

Characteristic n (%)
Gender

Male 14 (70%)
Female 6 (30%)
Age (years)

25-34 7 (35%)
35-44 9 (45%)
45-54 4 (20%)

Professional Role
Laboratory Specialist | 8 (40%)

Laboratory Technician | 12 (60%)
Years of Experience

15 5 (25%)
6-10 7 (35%)
11-15 5 (25%)
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3. Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant, either in-person or via telephone, depending
on their preference and availability. The interviews were guided by an interview protocol that included open-
ended questions and probes to elicit detailed responses about strategies for recruitment, retention, and education
of laboratory professionals. The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

4. Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used to identify, analyze, and report patterns within the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The
analysis process involved familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing
themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. Two researchers independently coded the data
and discussed any discrepancies to reach a consensus on the final themes.

RESULTS

Four main themes emerged from the data: (1) expanding educational programs, (2) enhancing job satisfaction
and work environment, (3) promoting public awareness and recognition, and (4) fostering collaboration and
partnerships. Each theme is discussed in detail below.

1. Expanding Educational Programs

Participants emphasized the need for increasing the capacity and quality of educational programs in laboratory
science to address the workforce shortage. They suggested strategies such as establishing new programs in
underserved areas, offering scholarships and financial support to students, and updating curricula to align with
the latest technological advancements and industry needs. Table 2 presents examples of strategies for expanding
educational programs.

Table 2. Strategies for Expanding Educational Programs
Strategy Example
Establish new programs | Open laboratory science programs in underserved regions
Offer financial support | Provide scholarships and grants to attract students
Update curricula Incorporate emerging technologies and industry trends

One participant highlighted the importance of investing in education:

"We need to focus on education and training to build a strong foundation for the future of the laboratory
workforce. This means establishing more programs, providing financial support to students, and ensuring that
the curricula are up-to-date and relevant to the needs of the healthcare system." (Participant 12, Laboratory
Specialist)

2. Enhancing Job Satisfaction and Work Environment

Participants identified job satisfaction and a positive work environment as crucial factors for retaining
laboratory professionals. They suggested strategies such as offering competitive salaries and benefits, providing
opportunities for career advancement and professional development, and fostering a supportive and
collaborative work culture. Table 3 presents examples of strategies for enhancing job satisfaction and work
environment.

Table 3. Strategies for Enhancing Job Satisfaction and Work Environment
Strategy Example
Offer competitive compensation | Provide salaries and benefits that reflect the value
of laboratory professionals
Support career advancement Create clear career pathways and offer training and
development opportunities
Foster a positive work culture Encourage teamwork, recognition, and open
communication

One participant stressed the importance of valuing laboratory professionals:

"We need to show that we value and appreciate the work of laboratory professionals. This means offering fair
compensation, providing opportunities for growth and development, and creating a work environment that is
supportive and rewarding." (Participant 8, Laboratory Technician)

3. Promoting Public Awareness and Recognition

Participants highlighted the need for promoting public awareness and recognition of the critical role that
laboratory professionals play in the healthcare system. They suggested strategies such as organizing community
outreach programs, collaborating with media outlets to showcase the work of laboratory professionals, and
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advocating for increased recognition and support from policymakers and healthcare leaders. Table 4 presents
examples of strategies for promoting public awareness and recognition.

Table 4. Strategies for Promoting Public Awareness and Recognition
Strategy Example
Organize community outreach | Participate in health fairs and educate the public
about laboratory services

Collaborate with media Share stories and experiences of laboratory
professionals through various media channels

Advocate for recognition Engage with policymakers and healthcare leaders
to highlight the importance of the laboratory
workforce

One participant emphasized the importance of public awareness:

"Many people don't understand the critical role that laboratory professionals play in healthcare. We need to
educate the public and raise awareness about the importance of our work. This can help attract more people to
the field and also increase support for the laboratory workforce.” (Participant 15, Laboratory Specialist)

4. Fostering Collaboration and Partnerships

Participants emphasized the need for fostering collaboration and partnerships among educational institutions,
healthcare facilities, and professional organizations to address the laboratory workforce shortage. They
suggested strategies such as establishing joint training programs, creating mentorship opportunities, and
developing networks for knowledge sharing and resource pooling. Table 5 presents examples of strategies for
fostering collaboration and partnerships.

Table 5. Strategies for Fostering Collaboration and Partnerships
Strategy Example
Establish joint training programs Create partnerships between educational institutions
and healthcare facilities for hands-on training
Develop mentorship opportunities Connect experienced professionals with students and
early-career professionals for guidance and support
Create knowledge-sharing networks | Establish platforms for laboratory professionals to
share best practices and resources

One participant highlighted the benefits of collaboration:

"By working together, we can create a stronger and more sustainable laboratory workforce. Collaboration
between educational institutions and healthcare facilities can provide students with valuable hands-on
experience and also help ensure that the skills they are learning are aligned with the needs of the industry."
(Participant 6, Laboratory Technician)

DISCUSSION

This qualitative study explored strategies for addressing the laboratory workforce shortage in Saudi Arabia,
focusing on recruitment, retention, and education. The findings highlight the importance of a multifaceted
approach that encompasses expanding educational programs, enhancing job satisfaction and work environment,
promoting public awareness and recognition, and fostering collaboration and partnerships.

The need for expanding and improving educational programs in laboratory science is consistent with previous
research emphasizing the importance of education in addressing workforce shortages (Alghamdi et al., 2019;
Alharbi, 2018). Participants in this study suggested strategies such as establishing new programs, offering
financial support to students, and updating curricula to align with industry needs. These strategies can help
attract more individuals to the field and ensure that graduates are well-prepared to meet the demands of the
healthcare system.

Enhancing job satisfaction and work environment emerged as crucial factors for retaining laboratory
professionals, which aligns with previous studies highlighting the impact of working conditions on retention
(Alamri et al., 2016; Albejaidi, 2010). Participants emphasized the importance of offering competitive
compensation, supporting career advancement, and fostering a positive work culture. Implementing these
strategies can help reduce turnover and maintain a stable and motivated workforce.

Promoting public awareness and recognition of the critical role of laboratory professionals was identified as an
essential strategy for attracting individuals to the field and garnering support from policymakers and healthcare
leaders. This finding is consistent with previous research suggesting the need for increased visibility and
appreciation of laboratory professionals (Bashawri et al., 2006). Participants proposed strategies such as

https://ijmtim.org 212



International Journal of Medical Toxicology & Legal Medicine Volume 27, No. 3S, 2024

community outreach, media collaboration, and advocacy efforts to raise awareness about the importance of the
laboratory workforce.

Fostering collaboration and partnerships among educational institutions, healthcare facilities, and professional
organizations emerged as a key strategy for addressing the workforce shortage. This finding aligns with previous
studies emphasizing the benefits of collaboration in enhancing education, training, and resource sharing
(Bashawri et al., 2006; Alharbi, 2018). Participants suggested establishing joint training programs, developing
mentorship opportunities, and creating knowledge-sharing networks to strengthen the laboratory workforce.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, the sample size was relatively small, and participants were recruited
from various healthcare settings across Saudi Arabia, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to
specific regions or institutions. Future research could include a larger and more representative sample to capture
a broader range of perspectives.

Second, the study relied on self-reported data from semi-structured interviews, which may be subject to social
desirability bias. Participants may have provided responses that they perceived as more socially acceptable or
desirable. Future studies could employ additional data collection methods, such as focus groups or observations,
to triangulate the findings.

Finally, this study focused on the perspectives of laboratory professionals and did not include the views of other
stakeholders, such as policymakers, educators, or healthcare leaders. Future research could explore the
perspectives of these stakeholders to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the strategies for addressing
the laboratory workforce shortage in Saudi Arabia.

CONCLUSION

Addressing the laboratory workforce shortage in Saudi Arabia requires a multifaceted approach that
encompasses strategies for recruitment, retention, and education. This qualitative study identified four main
themes: expanding educational programs, enhancing job satisfaction and work environment, promoting public
awareness and recognition, and fostering collaboration and partnerships. Policymakers, educational institutions,
and healthcare organizations should work together to implement these strategies to ensure a sufficient and
competent laboratory workforce to meet the growing healthcare demands in the country. Further research is
needed to evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies and identify additional context-specific solutions to
address the workforce shortage.
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