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Abstract: Introduction: Professional certification programs play a crucial role in helping pharma-
cists develop specialized skills and establish their expertise in the field. This study explores how
pharmacists in Saudi Arabia engage with these programs by examining their levels of awareness,
attitudes, and participation. It also identifies the key barriers and motivators that influence their
decision to pursue certification. Methods: An online survey was conducted among pharmacists in
Saudi Arabia to assess participants” knowledge of certification programs, their perceived benefits, the
actual participation rates, and their preferences regarding certification areas and assessment methods.
Results: Out of 394 participating pharmacists, around 47% had never participated in a professional
certification program, and about 27% of our sample were unaware of such programs in Saudi Arabia.
Financial constraints and a lack of awareness were noted as the primary barriers to participation.
Almost 55% showed an interest in Clinical Pharmacy Specialties certification, while 54% were inclined
toward Pharmacy Management and Leadership certifications. A preference for practical assessments
in certification programs was suggested by 55% of participants. Conclusions: This study highlights
a significant need for increased awareness and accessibility to professional certification programs
among pharmacists in Saudi Arabia. Addressing participation barriers is vital to foster professional
development and meet the healthcare sector’s evolving demands in Saudi Arabia.

Keywords: pharmacist; certification; Saudi Arabia; professional development; programs

1. Introduction

Professional certification represents formal recognition confirming that an individ-
ual meets set standards in the knowledge, training, and skills necessary for a specific
medical or professional practice. These certifications are issued by governing bodies like
professional societies, universities, or private agencies or organizations, often comprised
of experienced practitioners who are typically certified themselves. These organizations
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operate independently and are responsible for all critical decisions regarding certification
processes [1]. Over recent decades, there has been a significant rise in credentialism across
various sectors, particularly in healthcare, where a high percentage of workers hold these
credentials. Historically, credentialing was predominantly associated with degree-holding
professions such as nursing, medicine, and pharmacy. Professional organizations have
actively developed credentials to boost their members” knowledge, skills, and wages, es-
pecially targeting workers with standardized skill sets. Some certifications are valid for
a limited time and need periodic renewal, while others are valid indefinitely, provided
that ongoing educational requirements are met [2]. For example, the Board of Pharmacy
Specialties (BPS) offers certifications to pharmacists both in the U.S. and internationally in
various areas. These specialties include ambulatory care, cardiology, sterile compounding,
critical care, geriatrics, infectious diseases, nuclear pharmacy, nutrition support, oncology,
pediatrics, pharmacotherapy, psychiatric pharmacy, and solid organ transplantation [3].
While academic institutions are developing specialized degrees in pharmacy programs,
including degrees such as Bachelor of Pharmacy, Master of Pharmacy, and Doctor of Phar-
macy, along with various postgraduate options, this expansion alone may not be sufficient.
In addition to international certifications, the Saudi Society of Clinical Pharmacy (SSCP)
provides local professional certifications for Saudi pharmacists, such as the Medication
Therapy Management (MTM) professional certificate and the Sterile Product Preparation
Professional Certification, which both support the advancement of pharmacy practice in
Saudi Arabia [4]. It is important to differentiate between the Pharm-D and B.Pharm pro-
grams. The Pharm-D is typically a 6-year program, designed to be more clinically oriented
with a focus on direct patient care, while the B.Pharm is generally a 4- or 5-year program
that emphasizes pharmaceutical sciences and theoretical knowledge [5]. The evolving
landscape of the pharmaceutical sector increasingly emphasizes professional certifications,
reflecting a shift toward more practical, patient-focused training. This trend underscores
the necessity for pharmacists to continuously enhance their skills and knowledge through
structured certification programs, ensuring their alignment with the dynamic requirements
of modern healthcare [5,6]. It is also important to consider that Saudi Arabia’s workforce is
diverse, with pharmacists of various nationalities, particularly from developing countries,
contributing significantly to the healthcare system [7]. Understanding their perspectives
on professional certification is crucial, as their willingness or interest in such certifications
may vary depending on their background and experience. Employers play a pivotal role
in encouraging or discouraging certification uptake, depending on whether they provide
financial assistance, time off, or recognition for certified pharmacists. Pharmacy’s role has
expanded beyond traditional dispensing, placing pharmacists at the forefront of patient-
centered care and public health services. To deliver this effectively, they must continuously
enhance their skills and knowledge. Continuing education and certification are vital for
this development [6,8]. In our study, “professional certification” is defined as the formal
accreditation that pharmacists earn after completing advanced training or passing specific
exams in a specialized area of their field. This encompasses various types of credentials,
such as board certifications or specialized certificate programs, which go beyond standard
licensing. These certifications are aimed at improving professional competency, advancing
career prospects, and enhancing the quality of care provided by pharmacists in their re-
spective areas of practice [9,10]. Pharmacists in Saudi Arabia are required to participate in
continuing education programs, as mandated by the Saudi Commission for Health Special-
ties (SCFHS), to maintain their licensure and stay updated on advancements in pharmacy
practice [11]. This study aims to address a significant gap in the current literature by thor-
oughly analyzing the awareness, attitudes, and participation of pharmacists in professional
certification programs in Saudi Arabia. This study’s objective is to evaluate pharmacists’
understanding and attitudes toward certification, examining their participation levels and
the key factors motivating them to pursue these credentials.
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2. Methods
2.1. Study Design

This study utilized a cross-sectional survey to investigate pharmacists’” awareness,
attitudes, and participation in professional certification programs in Saudi Arabia. The
survey examined pharmacists” knowledge of available programs, evaluated their attitudes
and perceived benefits or barriers, and measured their participation rates. The survey was
conducted electronically over a one-month period in November 2023 and was distributed
via email lists from licensing authorities, as well as through social media platforms such as
LinkedIn, Twitter, and Facebook. It targeted pharmacists working in various healthcare
settings across the country. The inclusion criteria required participants to be licensed phar-
macists currently practicing in Saudi Arabia. We hypothesized that there would be limited
interest and willingness among pharmacists in the pharmaceutical sector to participate in
professional certification programs. Additionally, we anticipated that knowledge gaps and
a lack of institutional support may hinder the uptake of these certifications. We estimated
that awareness of professional certification programs among our target population would
be around 50%. To calculate the appropriate sample size, we assumed a precision level of
5%, a 95% confidence interval, and a pharmacist population of approximately 30,840, based
on data from the Ministry of Health and the Saudi Commission for Health Specialties [7].
This calculation yielded a sample size of 380 participants. Convenience sampling was
utilized for participant recruitment.

2.2. Questionnaires and Data Collection

The cross-sectional survey was designed to explore the awareness, attitudes, and
engagement of pharmacists in Saudi Arabia in professional certification programs. The
survey instrument was carefully developed and validated through an extensive review
of the relevant literature, alongside consultation with a panel of five senior pharmacy
experts, each with over 10 years of experience in clinical practice, pharmacy education,
and certification, to ensure the accuracy and relevance of the questions. We sought input
from a panel of experts in pharmacy education and professional development to ensure
the questions were relevant, clear, and comprehensive. The survey consisted of 25 ques-
tions, organized into sections that each addressed a specific aspect of the study objectives.
These sections included demographic information, awareness of certification programs,
motivations for participation, perceived benefits, barriers to certification, and willingness
to engage in such programs. To ensure that the survey was effective, we conducted a pilot
test with 10 pharmacists from various practice settings. These pharmacists completed
the survey and provided valuable feedback regarding the clarity of the questions, the
relevance of the content to their professional experiences, and the overall user-friendliness
of the survey. This process enabled us to assess both face validity, ensuring that the survey
appeared to measure what it was intended to measure, and content validity, confirming
that it comprehensively covered the key aspects of professional certification. Their insights
were instrumental in refining the survey, making it clearer and more accessible to a broader
group of pharmacists.

Participation in this study was restricted to licensed pharmacists actively practicing in
Saudi Arabia. Data collection occurred over a four-week period, during which responses
were continuously monitored to ensure that the sample remained representative. Afterward,
the data were carefully cleaned and coded for analysis.

2.3. Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted in accordance with ethical guidelines, and approval was
obtained from the Umm Al-Qura University Ethics Committee (Approval Number: HAPO-
02-K-012-2023-10-60923). All participants provided informed consent before taking part in
the survey, and their responses were anonymized to protect their privacy.
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2.4. Statistical Analysis

The data were analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software
(Version 25). Descriptive statistics, including frequencies and means, were employed to
succinctly summarize the profiles and responses of the participating pharmacists. Applied
inferential statistical techniques, such as chi-square tests and regression analysis, were used
to examine the relationships between different variables. This approach yielded profound
insights, significantly enhancing our comprehension of the attitudes and perceptions of
pharmacists toward professional certification programs.

3. Results

The cross-sectional survey was conducted among pharmacists in Saudi Arabia, with
394 participants meeting the inclusion criteria and completing the questionnaire. Table 1
provides a summary of the demographic characteristics of the respondents. The participants
had a mean age of 27.97 years, with ages ranging from 22 to 69 years. The majority (74.1%)
were between 18 and 30 years old. The gender distribution was balanced, with 51.3% male
and 48.7% female. The average practicing period among the pharmacists was 4.2 years.
Specifically, 69.5% had less than 5 years of experience, 20.8% had between 5 and 10 years,
6.1% had between 11 and 15 years, and 3.6% had more than 15 years of experience. Of the
394 participants, 48.7% were working in the Western Province, and 46.4% were employed
in hospital settings. In terms of education, the highest pharmacy degree attained by the
majority was a Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm.D) (67.8%, 267), followed by a Bachelor of
Pharmacy (B.Pharm) (18.3%, 72). Additionally, about half of the participants (51.3%) had
previously engaged in professional certification programs, as shown in Figure 1.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of studied participants.

Study Participants (N = 394)

Ttems Number Percentage (%)
Age (Years)

Mean (SD) 27.97 (6.09)

Median (IQR) 26.0 (24.0-31.0)
Range 22-69
18-30 years 292 74.1%
31-60 years 101 25.6%
>60 years 1 0.3%
Gender
Male 202 51.3%
Female 192 48.7%
Years of experience practicing as a pharmacist

Mean (SD) 4.2 (4.99)

Range (Years) 0.0-33
<5 years 274 69.5%
5-10 years 82 20.8%
11-15 years 24 6.1%

>15 years 14 3.6%
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Table 1. Cont.

Study Participants (N = 394)

Ttems Number Percentage (%)
Region of practice as a pharmacist

Western Province 192 48.7%
Central Province 110 27.9%
Eastern Province 50 12.7%
Southern Province 22 5.6%
Northern Province 20 5.1%
Primary practice setting as a pharmacist

Hospital 183 46.4%
Community Pharmacy 102 25.9%
Pharmaceutical Companies 57 14.5%
Academia 30 7.6%
Pharmaceutical Manufacturing 14 3.6%
Others 8 2.2%
Highest pharmacy degree attained

Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm.D) 267 67.8%
Bachelor of Pharmacy (B.Pharm) 72 18.3%
Ph.D. in Pharmacy 26 6.6%
Masters in Pharmacy 19 4.8%
Residency 6 1.5%
Fellowship 2 0.5%
Residency and Fellowship 2 0.5%

Participation in any professional
certification programs

=No =Yes

Figure 1. The distribution of the study participants regarding participation in any professional
certification programs.
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3.1. Awareness among the Studied Participants

Table 2 provides a summary of the participants’ awareness regarding professional
certification programs. A significant majority (73.1%) of respondents were aware of the
availability of such programs for pharmacists in Saudi Arabia. The most common source of
information was colleagues or peers (51.8%), followed closely by online searches (51.5%)
and professional associations (35.8%). Regarding barriers to pursuing professional certifica-
tion, participants rated pre-identified barriers on a scale from 1 to 5. The most significant
challenges identified were a lack of awareness about available certifications (33% rated it as
a significant barrier), financial constraints (32%), and time constraints (23.9%).

Table 2. Awareness of professional certification programs among study participants.

Items

Study Participants
(N =394)

Number Percentage (%)

-Are you aware of the availability of professional certification programs for pharmacists in Saudi Arabia?

No 106 26.9%
Yes 288 73.1%
-How did you become aware of these certification programs?

Online search 203 51.5%
Colleagues or peers 204 51.8%
Professional associations 141 35.8%
Employer or workplace 136 34.5%
Social media 5 1.3%

-Please rate your agreement with the following statements

[Professional certification enhances career opportunities.]

Strongly agree 191 48.5%
Agree 99 25.1%
Neutral 44 11.2%
Disagree 13 3.3%

Strongly disagree 47 11.9%
[Certified pharmacists provide better patient care.]

Strongly agree 163 41.4%
Agree 108 27.4%
Neutral 58 14.7%
Disagree 21 5.3%

Strongly disagree 44 11.2%
[Certification leads to higher earning potential.]

Strongly agree 148 37.6%
Agree 116 29.4%
Neutral 64 16.2%
Disagree 23 5.8%

Strongly disagree 43 10.9%




Healthcare 2024, 12, 1943

7 of 12

Table 2. Cont.

Study Participants

Items (N =394)

Number Percentage (%)
[Certification demonstrates commitment to the pharmacy profession.]
Strongly agree 156 39.6%
Agree 100 25.4%
Neutral 68 17.3%
Disagree 18 4.6%
Strongly disagree 52 13.2%
[Professional certification improves skills and makes pharmacy practicing easier.]
Strongly agree 174 44.2%
Agree 101 25.6%
Neutral 61 15.5%
Disagree 19 4.8%
Strongly disagree 39 9.9%

-Please indicate the extent to which each of the following factors acts as a barrier to pursuing professional certification on a

scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is not a barrier, and 5 is a significant barrier.
[Lack of awareness about available certifications]

1 36 9.1%

2 42 10.7%
3 103 26.1%
4 83 21.1%
5 130 33.0%
[Time constraints]

1 25 6.3%

2 49 12.4%
3 112 28.4%
4 114 28.9%
5 94 23.9%
[Financial constraints]

1 20 5.1%

2 47 11.9%
3 110 27.9%
4 91 23.1%
5 126 32.0%
[Difficulty in finding relevant certification programs]

1 40 10.2%
2 61 15.5%
3 102 25.9%
4 75 19.0%
5 116 29.4%
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3.2. Participation in Certification Programs and Future Considerations:

Among those who had heard about professional certification programs, 55.3% were
interested in joining programs in Clinical Pharmacy Specialties, 54.8% in Pharmacy Man-
agement and Leadership, 43.1% in Medication Safety and Quality Improvement, and 32.2%
in Research and Academic Development in Pharmacy. The percentages of those interested
in joining other programs are illustrated in Table 3. The impact of those programs on
their careers is mentioned in Table 3. Among those who had heard about professional
certification programs, 67.5% of participants reported having participated in at least one
certification program. Of these, 21.8% were satisfied with their experience, while 15.2%
reported being very satisfied. Additionally, 83% of participants expressed an interest in
pursuing professional certification in the future, and 51.7% stated they would recommend
pursuing professional certification to other pharmacists.

Table 3. Interest and perspectives on professional certification programs among study participants:
preferences, future pursuits, and recommendations.

Items

Study Participants (N = 394)

Number Percentage (%)

Which of the following general categories of professional certification programs are you most interested in joining?

Clinical Pharmacy Specialties (e.g., pharmacotherapy, oncology) 218 55.3%
Pharmacy Management and Leadership 216 54.8%
Medication Safety and Quality Improvement 170 43.1%
Research and Academic Development in Pharmacy 127 32.2%
Health Technology and Informatics in Pharmacy 118 29.9%
Compounding and Dispensing Techniques 112 28.4%
Community and Ambulatory Care 96 24.4%
Pharmaceuticals Industries 2 0.5%
Project Management Professional (PMP) 1 0.3%
None 1 0.3%
How likely are you to pursue professional certification in the future?

Very Likely 190 48.2%
Likely 137 34.8%
Neutral 61 15.5%
Unlikely 5 1.3%
Very Unlikely 1 0.3%
How likely are you to recommend pursuing professional certification to other pharmacists in the future?

Likely 142 36.0%
Neutral 62 15.7%
Unlikely 4 1.0%
Very Likely 186 47.2%
What format do you prefer for professional certification programs?

Blended (combination of in-person and online) 181 45.9%
In-person 105 26.6%
Online 108 27.4%
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3.3. Certification Program Preferences and Access to Certification Programs

Table 4 outlines the participants’ preferences for assessment methods and the ac-
cessibility of professional certification programs. Half of the respondents (50%) favored
short-term certification programs, while 42.1% preferred medium-term programs, and a
smaller portion (7.9%) opted for long-term programs. Continuous evaluation throughout
the program was preferred by 56.6% of the participants. Regarding accessibility, 43.7% felt
that certification programs are geographically accessible for pharmacists in Saudi Arabia,
and 33% considered the cost of these programs to be reasonable and affordable.

Table 4. Preferred assessment and accessibility of professional certification among study participants.

Study Participants (N = 394)

Items
Number Percentage (%)

What is your preferred duration for a professional certification program?

Short-term (e.g., a few weeks) 197 50.0%
Medium-term (e.g., a few months) 166 42.1%
Long-term (e.g., a year or more) 31 7.9%

How would you prefer the certification program to be assessed?

Written exams 138 35.0%
Practical assessments 220 55.8%
Case studies or projects 143 36.3%

Continuous evaluation throughout the
program

223 56.6%

Do you believe that certification programs are geographically accessible to pharmacists in Saudi Arabia?

No 74 18.8%
Not sure 148 37.6%
Yes 172 43.7%
Do you believe that the cost of certification programs is reasonable and affordable?

No 114 28.9%
Not sure 150 38.1%
Yes 130 33.0%

Would you prefer it if professional certification programs were integrated with the continuous professional development (CPD)
requirements for pharmacists?

No 57 14.5%
Not sure 97 24.6%
Yes 240 60.9%

3.4. Relations

There was no statistically significant relationship found between awareness among
pharmacists and age and gender (p > 0.05). There was a statistically significant relationship
between awareness among pharmacists and region of practice (p = 0.002) as awareness
was significantly higher in the Western and Central Provinces. However, there was no
statistically significant relationship between awareness among pharmacists and years of
experience, primary practice setting, and highest pharmacy degree attained (p > 0.05). Also,
there was no statistically significant relationship between gender and satisfaction with
the certification process, pursuing professional certification in the future, recommending
pursuing professional certification to other pharmacists in the future, and preference for
professional certification programs (p > 0.05).
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4. Discussion

Participating in professional certification programs is a crucial way for professionals
to stay up-to-date and advance their skills in today’s evolving field. These programs
typically require passing exams set by organizations that uphold industry standards. Upon
successful completion, professionals receive certificates that validate their expertise, experi-
ence, and competencies [10,11]. Our findings demonstrate that there is a notable level of
interest among pharmacists in these programs, highlighting a general awareness of their
importance for professional development. However, the actual participation rate is varied,
suggesting that further efforts may be needed to increase engagement and involvement
in these initiatives. In today’s job market, these credentials have become more important
than ever, as many organizations prefer certified candidates for their credibility and the
skills that they offer. This emphasis on hiring certified professionals can result in significant
savings in costs, time, and effort for employers [12,13]. Professional certification offers
a wide range of benefits that extend far beyond job opportunities. It plays a crucial role
in career advancement, opening doors for promotions and providing financial incentives.
These advantages are key motivators for individuals to pursue certification programs. In
the healthcare sector, specialty certifications not only enhance the quality of patient care, but
also strengthen professional credibility and reflect a deep commitment to the field. Certified
professionals often feel more empowered, contribute more effectively to team efforts, and
believe that their improved skills make a meaningful difference to patient outcomes. As
such, it is essential for leaders to encourage their teams to pursue certifications, thereby
elevating the overall expertise within the group [14,15]. Our findings provide valuable in-
sights into pharmacists’ awareness, attitudes, and participation in professional certification
programs, highlighting trends in pharmacy practice. We found that pharmacists in Saudi
Arabia generally know about these programs, with higher awareness in the Central and
Western Provinces compared to other regions. However, there is a need for better outreach
to boost nationwide awareness. Interest in certifications, particularly in Clinical Pharmacy,
Pharmacy Management and Leadership, and Medication Safety, is growing, and pharma-
cists recognize their value in enhancing their professional skills. Despite this, the level
of actual participation remains lower than anticipated. Contributing factors may include
insufficient institutional support, time limitations, and financial barriers. These challenges
are not unique to pharmacists, since similar studies have noted that physicians and nurses
face comparable issues that impact their professional education and certification [16,17].

Addressing these issues is crucial in fostering a culture of ongoing professional de-
velopment in pharmacy. For instance, a study among nurses demonstrated that increased
certification rates in perioperative units were significantly linked to reduced incidences of
central line-associated bloodstream infections in surgical intensive care units [18]. Results
from another study indicated that hospitals with a higher proportion of nurses holding
baccalaureate degrees and certifications experienced lower 30-day mortality and failure-to-
rescue rates among surgical patients [19]. There are a variety of reasons why people pursue
professional certifications. For many, major motivating factors include a desire to improve
patient care and career advancement. It was acknowledged that obtaining certification
could result in increased pay and greater work possibilities [13]. These results are consis-
tent with worldwide patterns, where certification is becoming more and more viewed as
a means of advancing one’s career and gaining credibility in the healthcare industry [15].
Policy changes and educational reforms are needed to keep up with evolving pharmacy
practices. Institutions should integrate professional certification into their training and
support pharmacists in pursuing these opportunities. Awareness campaigns about the
benefits of certification are also crucial. Increasing awareness, fostering positive attitudes,
and promoting ongoing engagement in certification programs are crucial for pharmacists’
professional growth. To address challenges in pursuing certification, a multifaceted ap-
proach is needed. Financial aid like scholarships can make certification more accessible.
Educational initiatives by pharmacy associations and schools can highlight the benefits of
certification. Flexible learning options can help pharmacists manage their time better, and
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employers can motivate development by rewarding certification achievements. However,
our study has some limitations. The reliance on self-reported data can introduce biases,
and more research is needed to understand how certification affects pharmacists’ skills,
practice outcomes, and patient care. A limitation of this study is the reliance on an online
survey, which may have inadvertently excluded pharmacists with limited access to digital
platforms, introducing potential sampling bias. We did not collect data on participants’
nationalities, which may affect interest in certification. Future research should examine
how nationality influences engagement with certification programs, while also exploring
the impact of different certification types on professional growth and addressing participa-
tion barriers. Additionally, expanding the range of available certification programs could
address existing gaps and better support pharmacists’ professional development. Health
authorities and academic institutions should work together to make certification programs
more accessible, offer financial support, and incorporate these programs into ongoing
education requirements. This would help encourage more pharmacists to participate and
further their professional development.

5. Conclusions

Our study provides valuable insights into pharmacists” awareness and engagement
with professional certification programs. Although there is a general awareness and positive
outlook on these programs, actual participation is limited by several barriers.
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