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Abstract

The healthcare systems are challenged to develop adaptable
measures in place to meet the ever-increasing patients’
populations and needs. One of the adjustments that need a
continuous and universal consideration is healthcare workers’
retention strategies. Yet, Saudi Arabia is one of the countries with
high cases of health workers’ turnover. This narrative review
explored the evidence-based healthcare workers’ retention
strategies applicable in the situation of Saudi Arabia. Accordingly,
four principal measures were noted, including adjustments on
the policy frameworks, adjusting leaderships styles, modifying
work environment, and improving compensations and rewards.
These strategies need the attention of healthcare systems’
policymakers for effective implementation; however, with a
sound consideration of the prevailing economic terms.

Introduction

The healthcare system in Saudi Arabia has undergone many
significant changes and transformations in the past few decades
(Almalki et al., 2011). The major changes and transformations have
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been mainly driven by the ever-growing technologies in healthcare,
the changing demographics and other unforeseen events (Rahman
& Alsharqi, 2019). As these drivers inject more effect to the
healthcare system, a need for a robust and well-trained healthcare
workforce has equally arisen. As such, the healthcare systems
management has put more emphasis and efforts towards achieving
adequate and competent workforce.

However, retention is a critical issue in healthcare, which is mainly
brought about by the scarcity of the professionals in the field (De
Vries et al.,, 2023). A report by the World Health Organization
(2016) predicted that the world will experience a shortage of about
18 million healthcare workers. Despite the efforts to retain the
presently engaged healthcare workforce, the Saudi healthcare
system has often befallen the challenge of high healthcare worker
turnover (Falatah & Salem, 2018; Alreshidi et al., 2021). Most of
the turnover cases were witnessed during the time of Covid-19
when healthcare workers complained of fatigue and overly
increased workload (Al-Mansour, 2021; Nassani et al.,, 2021).
Various healthcare professionals, including nurses, doctors,
continue to leave their jobs at a worrying rate, which end up with
negative impacts on critical staff shortages and inability to deliver
the required quality of healthcare services to patients.

Many reasons have been cited to explain the challenge of retaining
the healthcare workers, and the subsequent turnover. For instance,
a study conducted by Alshareef et al. (2020) identified that most of
the expatriate nurses leave the profession in Saudi due to
discrimination. Other reasons such as burnout, heavy workload,
long working hours, little renumeration, and gender disparities
issues have been mentioned in the literature (Nassani et al., 2021).
Satisfaction with the job, for whatever reason, has been
established as one of the high rates of turnover (Al Bazroun et al.,
2023). In another study, Albougami found out that “quality of life
dimensions, such as physical and psychological health, predict
nurses’ intention to resign from their current workplaces” (p. 1).

While these issues are not unique to Saudi Arabia, they critically
concern the Saudi healthcare systems management as they may
obstruct the vision of 2030. Nevertheless, high turnover rates can
hamper healthcare service delivery and undermine the overall
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effectiveness of the healthcare system. Therefore, this review
analyses pieces of empirical evidence to present the various
strategies for retaining healthcare workers in Saudi Arabia.

The Push-Pull theory and healthcare workers turnover

The Push-Pull Theory has been applied in this review to help
understand healthcare worker turnover by examining the factors
that push them away from their jobs and the factors that pull them
towards leaving the profession or even the country. The concept
was first developed by Lee (1966) to explain the principles of
human behaviors of relocation and migration. While some scholars
have coined three concepts out of this theory, this review will only
focus on the pull and pull factors. The push factors are those that
drive employees away from their current job and the pull factors
are the features that attract them for retention (Haldorai et al.,
2019; Mutanga et al., 2021). Accordingly, some of the pull factors
noted in the literature include effective communication, respect
and organization values, competitive compensation, and staff
empowerment programs (Halter et al., 2017; Mariano et al., 2023;
Tang & Hudson, 2019). On the other hand, the push factors include
unsatisfaction with the organization, heavy workload, burnout,
poor work-life balance, and little compensations/benefits (Daouda
et al., 2021; Gebrekidan et al., 2023; Poon et al., 2022; Willard-
Grace et al., 2019). These elements collectively determine the
turnover of healthcare workers in an organization.

Healthcare workers’ turnover in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia has several foreign healthcare workers, mainly from
Indian, Filipino and Malaysian (Mariano et al., 2023). Nevertheless,
the overall number of healthcare workers, notably nurses, is still
expected to rise in order to meet the growing population needs
that is expected to shoot by about 2.5% by 2030 (Alluhidan et al.,
2020). Therefore, any issues that lead to turnover would be
unwelcomed in the current state of Saudi healthcare system where
more healthcare workers are even needed.

Consider the case of nurses, for example. Nurses spend a lot of
time with patients, which puts them at the pinnacle of patients’
wellbeing. Yet, like the other healthcare workers, nurses also face
a plethora of issues that can distract their interest in the service
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and the overall quality of services they offer (Alsufyani et al., 2020).
Other significant obstacles noted in the literature include “staff
shortages, socio-cultural issues in communicating with colleagues
and patients, lack of specific standards, and a well-defined scope
of nursing practice, all of which negatively affect the quality of care
and prevent reaching the “gold standard” in nursing practice as per
Saudi government” (Mariano et al., 2023, p. 990). Nevertheless,
research has also noted that the rate of nurses’ turnover has also
become a worry to the Saudi healthcare system (Aboshaiqah,
2016).

Current research suggests that nurses’ inclination to quit the
service is influenced by many factors, such as those that affect their
overall well-being, encompassing both physical and psychological
aspects. Among international nurses, common reasons for their
frequent exit from the industry include inadequate compensation,
workplace stress, burnout, and perceived disparities in their pay
(Albougami et al.,, 2020; Batayneh et al.,, 2019). Furthermore,
factors such as long working hours, societal attitudes and view
towards nursing, limited opportunities for career development,
and aspirations for further education or skill enhancement play
significant roles in influencing nurses’ decisions to leave their
employment. Moreover, there are some speculations that marital
status may also contribute to the likelihood of nurses resigning
from their positions (Mariano et al., 2023).

Almost the same picture replicates for the other healthcare
professionals. However, there has been the influence of Covid-19
on the rate of healthcare workers’ resignation from the service.
Pieces of empirical evidence indicates that stress associated with
Covid-19 duties made a notable impact on healthcare workers’
intentions to leave their positions (Alblihed & Alzghaibi, 2022). The
same study further found out that job-related stress linked to
Covid-19 contributes to the healthcare workers intentions to
resign. Additionally, the influx of patients following the outbreak of
infectious diseases like Covid-19 significantly increased the
workload, leading to burnout and stress among healthcare workers
and thereby justifying their decisions to leave. Lindquist (2023)
noted that the turnover rate among the healthcare workers in
Saudi Arabia did hit 26% in 2021 as the healthcare workers exit due
to burnout, poor work-life balance and little pay.

1227



Journal of Namibian Studies, 32 (2022): 1224-1238 ISSN: 2197-5523 (online)

Special Issue On Multidisciplinary Research

In the study conducted by Mariano et al. (2023), nurses’ intentions
to leave the profession, especially among the younger workers, was
influenced by inadequate professional capabilities to manage
challenging and stressful work environments. As Bashehab (2016)
explains, it is apparent that lack of experience and maturity among
the healthcare workers could make it challenging for them to
effectively handle stressors in their roles assigned. Further
evidence indicate that the newly graduated nurses usually do not
the adequate and relevant preparedness to face the job challenges
(Hussain & Saleem, 2014). The challenge of possibly having to face
reduced healthcare workforce is apparent in Saudi Arabia.

Measures to retain healthcare workers in Saudi Arabia

The recruitment and retention of healthcare workers is a critical
concern for many healthcare systems across the globe. As
Almansour et al. (2023) explain, the challenge of retaining the
workforce is even exacerbated by the individual characteristics of
a named healthcare system. However, according to Al Harbi (2023),
retention of healthcare workers in Saudi Arabia is even more
cumbersome than other countries. Saudi Arabia has undergone
several transformational changes aimed at improving the quality of
services offered. The changes continually present hurdles to the
workforce, forcing some professionals to exit the field. For
example, the introduction of different educational requirement in
the nursing profession makes the qualifications among the
graduate nurses a bit difficult (Althumairi et al., 2023).

Nevertheless, several strategies can still be used to improve
healthcare workers retention and satisfaction with the service
provision in the Saudi hospitals. Some of the empirically confirmed
strategies, classified as the ‘pull factors’, include leadership style,
policy framework, modifying work environment, and improving
compensations. These factors need to consider the sociocultural
and economic background of Saudi Arabia to as to align smoothly
with the existing background healthcare and social structure and
norms.

a) Focus on policy interventions
Recruiting and retaining healthcare employees dwells majorly on

their terms of operation and qualifications. These are flexible
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features that can be modified to suit the labor demand. Therefore,
in the case of Saudi Arabia where more native nurses are needed,
the policies need to factor in the existing labor market before
setting specific entry requirements. Some research studies have
noted the need for flexible recruitment plan, reflected on the
healthcare policy, to attract and retain more workers in the field
(Alluhidan et al., 2020; Alsufyani et al., 2021). These researchers
indicate that the policies need to address various factors, including
improving work environment, ensuring proper educational
preparations, setting late retirements, address leadership
practices, and having simpler entry requirements (Alluhidan et al.,
2020; Almansour et al., 2023).

In in situation where there are labor shortages within a named
healthcare sector, then the policy interventions become imperative
to address the shortfall in health workers. In such cases, the
interventions would target the improvement in the number of
healthcare workers available for deployment. Effective policy
solutions may involve strategies aimed at enhancing retention
rates through various means.

Implementing early career readiness programs and provision of
workplace support (Heywood & Laurence, 2018). The programs
can include interim training before the healthcare students join the
colleges. In the process, they can gain more theoretical knowledge
to augment their future learning and practices. Still, on matters to
do with training and preparation, there is a need to expand the
existing medical and nursing education programs to increase the
influx of qualified professionals into the workforce (Laurence &
Karnon, 2017). Moreover, some researchers, notably Abas et al.
(2018) have also recommended that the retirement age should be
raised to achieve longer duration of service delivery and to reduce
chances of employee turnover.

The developed policies should also critically consider the job entry
requirement, making it simpler and more aligned with the learners’
professional qualifications (Almansour et al., 2023). The
adjustments would focus on giving more value to skills and
experience rather than degree, offering competency-based hiring
of the employees, bridging the programs and apprenticeships,
considering the existing alternative licensure pathways, and
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embracing international talent to ensure that international
healthcare workers meet the local requirements (Almansour et al.,
2023). However, this should be done with care by maintaining the
standard of care without jeopardizing or compromising patients’
health.

b) Adjust healthcare leadership styles

Some pieces of research evidence have noted that leadership
styles also heavily contribute to healthcare workers’ retention. The
study conducted by AbuAlRub and Alghamdi (2012, p. 668)
“emphasized the importance of transformational leadership, which
indicates the need for further attention to training and
development of effective leadership behaviors”. Some studies have
also noted that the healthcare organizations that exhibit authentic
leadership styles have an upper hand in retraining more workers
compared to those that apply other leadership styles.

The transformational leadership style helps to keep employees to
be more engaged and occupied thereby reducing their thoughts
about leaving. Some of the notable strategies employed by the
transformational leadership attributes include the inspiration and
motivation of workers, individualized consideration of the
employees’ needs, intellectual stimulation and the aspect of
building a strong teamwork among the employees (Choi et al.,
2016; Robbins & Davidhizar, 2020). Others argue that the
transformational leaders are open, reliable, honest, and
transparent in their communication styles, and can create a culture
of trust and collaboration, where everyone feels valued and their
contributions matter (Febrian et al., 2023). Therefore, all the
employees would feel valued and develop a strong need to stick
around.

c) Improve on reward and compensation

A study conducted by Terera and Ngirande (2014) among the
employees of an organization noted that reward and compensation
have a direct positive relationship with the employees’ intention to
stay in the job. However, the same study further noted that even
though more rewards and better pay may improve employees’
willingness to stay, it does not directly improve their levels of
satisfaction. Moreover, Sija (2022) noted that employees’ retention
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also depends on their recognition programs organized by the
organization. In another study conducted by Solihah et al. (2021),
employee rewards and recognition have a direct positive impact on
the healthcare workers’ retention when intervened by the level of
organization commitment.

Competitive pay and compensation as strong pulling elements that
keep employees attentive to their current roles as they offer a
strong sense of financial security. Offering salaries and benefits
packages that are in line with industry standards and the cost of
living demonstrates that the organization holds strong value for
their employees' contributions and efforts (Khalid & Nawab, 2018).
A strong sense of financial security reduces stress and shows
appreciation, making them less likely to seek opportunities
elsewhere. On the same point, Michael et al. (2016) observed that
“the more an employee is rewarded or compensated, the longer
they remain in an organization and there is a positive result exist
between compensation package and job satisfaction” (p. 1). A
such, the healthcare organizations in Saudi Arabia needs to put
more emphasis in employees’ rewards and offer attractive pay, that
adjusts with existing economic situation in order to retain their
employees.

d) Ensure positive work environment

A positive work environment is vital in retaining more employees
as it helps on various aspects of routine duties, including workload,
stress and burnout, teamwork and collaboration, recognition
programs, work-life balance and open communication.

Countering the effects of “push” elements, such as stress and
burnout is effective in laying out a positive and attractive work
environment. Many healthcare professions face demanding
workloads, long hours of continuous work, and emotional distress
due to work discomfort (Rangachari & Woods, 2020). The
healthcare organizations should thus focus on ensuring a positive
work environment that offers support systems, manageable
workloads, and opportunities for breaks to the employees (Phillips,
2020). This reduces stress and burnout, making the job more
sustainable and leading to higher retention rates and a significant
reduction in the turnover (Pastores et al., 2019).
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Improving on teamwork and collaboration is another positive way
of ensuring a positive work environment. Having a supportive work
environment enhances strong relationships between colleagues
for social support and motivation. Consequently, the healthcare
workers would enjoy the fruits of teamwork, knowledge sharing,
and mutual support, making difficult situations more manageable
and fostering a sense of camaraderie Rangachari & Woods, 2020).
This sense of belonging and reliance on each other increases job
satisfaction and reduces the desire to leave. Moreover, in the
process, other positive features, such as open communication and
autonomy of employes ensure. As a result, employees feel would
feel more comfortable voicing concerns, providing suggestions,
and participating in decision-making. This sense of autonomy and
trust in their judgment increases job satisfaction and reduces
feelings of being undervalued.

Lastly, healthcare organizations need to focus on ensuring a
positive work-life balance among the employees. It is apparent that
many healthcare workers often struggle to maintain a healthy
work-life balance, end up with distress and negative mental status
(Sija, 2022). Such conditions are not only detrimental to the
employee but also unproductive for the organization. Hence, the
Saudi healthcare organizations need to focus on improving positive
work environment that can offer flexible scheduling options,
predictable schedules, and opportunities for part-time work
(Askari et al., 2021). This allows employees to manage personal
commitments and reduces burnout, making the job more
attractive in the long run.

Conclusion

Retaining healthcare workers is a critical challenge in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia. While policy reforms have made significant steps
towards improving the work environment and quality of services,
they have not fully outlaid the structure for healthcare workers’
retention. Several push and pull factors influence the success of
retention initiatives of the healthcare organizations. Therefore, the
Saudi healthcare organizations need to focus on the pull-factors,
such as further policy reforms, ensuring positive work
environment, adjusting leadership styles and providing
competitive compensation.
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Recommendations

Since there is plethora evidence in the literature, the Saudi
healthcare policymakers need to focus on evidence-based practice
to improve healthcare workers’ retention schemes.
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