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Abstract

Early-career nurse retention is a critical challenge for healthcare systems globally and is particularly
salient in countries implementing workforce nationalization strategies. This study examined the impact
of Saudization policies on the retention intentions of early-career Saudi nurses, with a specific focus on
policy-related, organizational, professional, and socio-cultural factors. A cross-sectional quantitative
design was employed, involving 320 early-career Saudi nurses working across public and private
healthcare institutions in Saudi Arabia. Data were collected using a structured questionnaire assessing
participants’ perceptions of Saudization policies, organizational support, professional development,
socio-cultural influences, and retention intentions. Descriptive analyses revealed consistently high
levels of strong agreement (91-95%) across all examined domains. Participants reported highly positive
perceptions of Saudization policies, viewing them as enhancing employment opportunities, job security,
and career development. Organizational support, including effective leadership, mentorship,
manageable workloads, and clear career pathways, emerged as a key determinant of retention.
Professional factors such as role clarity, clinical competence, recognition, and access to continuing
education further reinforced nurses’ commitment, while socio-cultural support, particularly family
encouragement and positive societal perceptions of nursing, strengthened retention intentions. Overall,
the findings indicate that early-career nurse retention in Saudi Arabia is driven by the synergistic
interaction of national policies, supportive organizational environments, professional fulfillment, and
socio-cultural alignment. The study underscores the importance of integrated, multi-level strategies in
strengthening nurse retention and advancing the sustainability of the national healthcare workforce.

Keywords: Saudization; early-career nurses; nurse retention; workforce nationalization; organizational
support; Saudi Arabia.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, Saudi Arabia has implemented comprehensive labor market reforms aimed
at reducing dependence on expatriate labor and strengthening national workforce participation across
strategic sectors. Central to these reforms is the Saudization policy (Nitaqat), which seeks to localize
employment by mandating the progressive integration of Saudi nationals into the labor market. Within
the healthcare sector, workforce nationalization constitutes a core pillar of Vision 2030, reflecting
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national aspirations to enhance service sustainability, promote economic diversification, and develop a
competent and culturally attuned health workforce. Nursing, as the largest and most indispensable
professional group within healthcare systems, occupies a pivotal position in these nationalization efforts
due to its direct influence on care quality, patient outcomes, and system efficiency.

Despite substantial investments in nursing education and the expansion of local training capacity, the
Saudi nursing workforce continues to face enduring challenges. These include persistent staffing
shortages, elevated turnover rates, demanding workloads, and limited opportunities for professional
development and career progression. Early-career Saudi nurses are particularly vulnerable to attrition,
as the transition from academic preparation to clinical practice often exposes them to complex work
environments characterized by high clinical demands, role strain, and inadequate institutional support.
Moreover, sociocultural considerations—such as societal perceptions of nursing, gender-related
expectations, and family obligations—may further shape professional commitment and influence
decisions to remain in or leave the profession during the formative early years of practice.

Retention of early-career nurses is increasingly recognized as a critical determinant of the long-term
effectiveness of Saudization policies within the healthcare sector. Attrition among newly qualified
nurses undermines nationalization objectives by diminishing the return on public investment in
education and training, exacerbating workforce instability, and increasing reliance on expatriate staff.
High turnover during the initial years of employment also generates substantial organizational costs,
disrupts continuity of care, and places additional strain on remaining personnel, with potential
implications for patient safety and service quality. Conversely, effective retention of early-career nurses
facilitates the consolidation of clinical competence, professional identity formation, and leadership
development, thereby contributing to a sustainable and resilient national nursing workforce.

Although a growing body of literature has examined nursing workforce challenges, job satisfaction, and
localization initiatives in Saudi Arabia, empirical research specifically addressing the relationship
between Saudization policies and early-career nurse retention remains limited. Existing studies have
largely focused on macro-level workforce indicators or comparative analyses between Saudi and
expatriate nurses, offering limited insight into how nationalization policies are experienced by newly
graduated Saudi nurses at the organizational and individual levels. Consequently, there is insufficient
evidence elucidating the mechanisms through which Saudization policies influence early-career
retention outcomes, as well as the contextual factors that may moderate this relationship.

In response to these gaps, the present study examines the impact of Saudization policies on the retention
of early-career nurses in Saudi Arabia. The study aims to analyze retention intentions and experiences
among newly qualified Saudi nurses within the context of workforce nationalization. Specifically, the
objectives are to: (1) assess retention rates and intentions among early-career Saudi nurses; (2) identify
policy-related and organizational factors associated with retention and turnover; and (3) explore early-
career nurses’ perceptions of Saudization and its influence on their professional integration and career
sustainability. By addressing these objectives, this research seeks to generate evidence to inform policy
development and organizational strategies aimed at strengthening nurse retention and advancing the
goals of healthcare workforce nationalization in Saudi Arabia.

Significance of the Study

This study holds substantial significance at the policy, organizational, professional, and scholarly levels
by addressing a critical yet underexplored dimension of healthcare workforce nationalization in Saudi
Arabia. As Saudization policies continue to shape employment structures within the healthcare sector,
understanding their implications for early-career nurse retention is essential to ensuring the long-term
sustainability and effectiveness of national workforce development initiatives.

From a policy perspective, the findings of this study will provide empirical evidence on how
Saudization policies influence retention outcomes among newly qualified Saudi nurses. By elucidating
the strengths and limitations of current policy implementation, the study can inform policymakers in
refining nationalization strategies to move beyond recruitment targets and toward retention-focused
frameworks. Such evidence is particularly relevant in the context of Vision 2030, where the
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development of a stable, skilled, and nationally representative healthcare workforce is a strategic
priority.

At the organizational level, this research offers valuable insights for healthcare administrators and nurse
leaders regarding the factors that shape early-career nurses’ decisions to remain in the profession.
Identifying organizational practices, work environment characteristics, and support mechanisms
associated with higher retention can guide the design of targeted interventions, such as structured
transition programs, mentorship models, and career development pathways. Enhancing early-career
retention has the potential to reduce turnover-related costs, improve workforce stability, and support
continuity and quality of patient care.

Professionally, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of the experiences and challenges faced
by early-career Saudi nurses during their initial years of practice. By foregrounding nurses’
perspectives, the research highlights the importance of professional integration, role socialization, and
perceived value within the workplace. These insights may support efforts to strengthen professional
identity, job satisfaction, and long-term career commitment among Saudi nurses.

From an academic standpoint, this study addresses a notable gap in the nursing and health workforce
literature by explicitly linking workforce nationalization policies with early-career retention outcomes.
The study extends existing knowledge by integrating policy-level analysis with organizational and
individual-level factors, thereby offering a more comprehensive understanding of nurse retention in
nationalized healthcare systems. The findings may also serve as a foundation for future comparative
and longitudinal research on workforce localization and retention in Saudi Arabia and similar contexts.

Overall, this research is significant in its potential to inform evidence-based policy formulation, enhance
organizational retention strategies, and contribute to the sustainable development of the Saudi nursing
workforce.

Research Objectives

The overarching objective of this study is to examine the impact of Saudization policies on the retention
of early-career nurses in Saudi Arabia. Specifically, the study aims to:

1. Assess the level of retention and turnover intentions among early-career Saudi nurses within
healthcare institutions.

2. Examine the relationship between Saudization policy implementation and early-career nurse
retention outcomes.

3. Identify organizational, professional, and policy-related factors influencing the retention of early-
career Saudi nurses.

4. Explore early-career nurses’ perceptions and experiences of Saudization policies and their influence
on professional integration and career sustainability.

5. Generate evidence-based insights to inform workforce planning and retention-focused nursing
policies in the Saudi healthcare sector.

Research Questions
1. What are the retention rates and turnover intentions among early-career Saudi nurses?

2. How do Saudization policies influence retention outcomes for early-career nurses in Saudi healthcare
settings?

3. What organizational and professional factors are associated with the retention or turnover of early-
career Saudi nurses?

4. How do early-career nurses perceive the implementation of Saudization policies in relation to their
job satisfaction, professional development, and career commitment?
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5. What policy and organizational strategies can be derived to enhance the retention of early-career
nurses under Saudization initiatives?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Saudization represents a cornerstone of Saudi Arabia’s labor market reform agenda, aimed at increasing
the participation of Saudi nationals in strategic sectors, including healthcare. Implemented through
mechanisms such as the Nitaqat program and profession-specific localization quotas, Saudization seeks
not only to increase national employment rates but also to enhance workforce sustainability and service
quality in alignment with Vision 2030 (Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development [HRSD],
2022; Ministry of Health [MOH], 2023). Within healthcare, nursing has been prioritized due to its
numerical dominance and critical role in service delivery. Recent policy initiatives have mandated
higher localization targets for nursing positions, particularly in the private sector, shifting organizational
focus from reliance on expatriate nurses toward recruiting Saudi nationals. However, evidence suggests
that while recruitment has improved, retention—especially among early-career nurses—remains a
persistent challenge, raising questions about the long-term effectiveness of Saudization policies
(Sobaih, 2023).

Globally, the transition from nursing education to professional practice is widely recognized as a high-
risk period for attrition. Newly graduated nurses often experience “transition shock,” characterized by
emotional stress, role ambiguity, and a perceived gap between academic preparation and clinical
realities (Duchscher, 2009). Empirical studies and systematic reviews consistently demonstrate that
early-career nurses are more likely to leave their positions or the profession altogether within the first
two to three years of practice if adequate support structures are absent (Vazquez-Calatayud et al., 2023).
Interventions such as nurse residency programs, structured preceptorship, and mentorship have been
shown to improve job satisfaction and retention by facilitating professional socialization and
competence development. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of such interventions varies across contexts,
indicating that national and organizational factors play a crucial role in shaping early-career retention
outcomes.

In the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) region, nursing workforce localization policies—including
Saudization in Saudi Arabia, Emiratization in the United Arab Emirates, and Omanisation in Oman—
have been introduced to address long-standing dependence on expatriate healthcare workers. Regional
studies highlight shared challenges across GCC countries, such as limited local supply of nurses, uneven
distribution of national staff between public and private sectors, and high turnover among newly
recruited nationals (Almalki et al., 2021). In Saudi Arabia, although the proportion of Saudi nurses has
increased over the past decade, retention remains uneven across regions and healthcare settings, with
private-sector facilities experiencing particularly high turnover rates (Alsadaan, 2021). These findings
suggest that workforce localization policies alone are insufficient unless accompanied by retention-
oriented organizational strategies.

The literature identifies nurse retention as a multifactorial phenomenon influenced by organizational,
professional, and socio-cultural determinants. Organizational factors include leadership style, staffing
adequacy, workload, remuneration, access to professional development, and the availability of
structured transition support programs (Hayes et al., 2012; Vazquez-Calatayud et al., 2023). Supportive
leadership and positive work environments have been consistently associated with higher job
satisfaction and stronger retention intentions among early-career nurses. Professional factors, such as
role clarity, opportunities for specialization, perceived professional status, and recognition, also play a
significant role in shaping commitment to nursing as a long-term career (Benner, 1984). Inadequate
opportunities for growth during the early stages of practice have been linked to increased turnover
intentions among novice nurses.

Socio-cultural factors are particularly salient in the Saudi context. Studies indicate that societal
perceptions of nursing, gender norms, family expectations, and concerns related to shift work and
mixed-gender environments influence both entry into the profession and decisions to remain employed
(Almalki et al., 2012; Alsadaan, 2021). For early-career Saudi nurses, these factors may interact with
organizational conditions to either reinforce or undermine retention, highlighting the importance of
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culturally sensitive workforce policies. Recent systematic reviews focusing on Saudi Arabia further
emphasize that turnover intentions are shaped by the interaction of individual characteristics, workplace
stressors, and broader social expectations (Albalawi, 2024).

To examine the impact of Saudization policies on early-career nurse retention, this study is guided by
an integrated conceptual framework drawing on Transition Theory, Benner’s Novice-to-Expert model,
and Job Embeddedness theory. Transition Theory explains how newly graduated nurses experience
psychological and professional disruption during their entry into practice, which may precipitate early
attrition if not adequately supported (Duchscher, 2009). Benner’s Novice-to-Expert model
conceptualizes competence development as a progressive process, emphasizing the importance of time,
experience, and organizational support in fostering professional identity and long-term commitment
(Benner, 1984). Job Embeddedness theory complements these perspectives by focusing on the extent
to which individuals are connected to their organization and community through links, fit, and perceived
sacrifice, all of which are particularly relevant in socio-culturally grounded contexts such as Saudi
Arabia (Mitchell et al., 2001).

Collectively, these theoretical perspectives provide a comprehensive lens through which Saudization
can be understood as a macro-level policy determinant that shapes organizational practices, early-career
transition experiences, and socio-cultural integration. By situating early-career nurse retention at the
intersection of policy, organization, and individual experience, the present study addresses a critical gap
in the literature and contributes to a more nuanced understanding of workforce nationalization in the
Saudi healthcare sector.

METHODOLOGY
Study Design

This study adopts a cross-sectional quantitative research design to examine the impact of Saudization
policies on the retention of early-career nurses in Saudi Arabia. A cross-sectional approach is
appropriate for assessing retention intentions, perceptions of Saudization, and associated organizational
and professional factors at a single point in time. This design allows for the identification of
relationships between policy-related variables and early-career nurse retention outcomes across diverse
healthcare settings, thereby providing empirical evidence relevant to workforce planning and policy
evaluation.

Setting and Population

The study will be conducted in public and private healthcare institutions across selected regions of Saudi
Arabia, including tertiary hospitals, secondary hospitals, and primary healthcare centers. The target
population comprises Saudi national nurses who are in the early stages of their professional careers,
defined as having between one and five years of clinical experience following graduation. This
population is particularly relevant, as early-career nurses are most vulnerable to turnover and are
directly affected by workforce localization policies.

Sampling Strategy and Sample Size

A stratified random sampling strategy will be employed to ensure adequate representation across
healthcare sectors (public and private) and institutional levels. Within each stratum, eligible participants
will be selected using simple random sampling. The sample size will be determined using power
analysis to ensure sufficient statistical power to detect meaningful associations between Saudization-
related factors and retention outcomes. Assuming a moderate effect size, a 95% confidence level, and
an 80% power, the estimated minimum sample size is approximately 300 participants. An additional
allowance will be made for non-response to enhance the robustness of the findings.

Data Collection Instruments and Procedures

Data will be collected using a structured, self-administered questionnaire distributed either
electronically or in paper-based form, depending on institutional preferences. The questionnaire will
consist of several sections covering demographic and professional characteristics, perceptions of
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Saudization policies, organizational work environment factors, and retention intentions. Where
possible, validated scales from the existing literature will be adapted to the Saudi context. Prior to data
collection, the instrument will be pilot-tested with a small group of early-career nurses to assess clarity,
reliability, and cultural appropriateness. Data collection will be conducted over a defined period, with
follow-up reminders issued to maximize response rates.

Variables and Measures

The primary dependent variable is early-career nurse retention, operationalized through self-reported
intention to stay in the current organization and in the nursing profession over the next one to three
years. Independent variables include perceptions of Saudization policies, organizational factors (e.g.,
leadership support, workload, staffing adequacy, access to professional development), professional
factors (e.g., role clarity, career advancement opportunities), and socio-cultural factors (e.g., family
support, societal perceptions of nursing). Control variables will include age, gender, educational level,
years of experience, and type of healthcare institution. Likert-scale items will be used to measure
perceptual variables, with higher scores indicating more favorable perceptions.

Data Analysis

Data will be analyzed using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software. Descriptive
statistics will be used to summarize demographic characteristics and key study variables. Inferential
analyses will include independent samples t-tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to
examine differences in retention intentions across groups, as well as Pearson correlation analysis to
assess relationships among continuous variables. Multiple regression analysis will be conducted to
identify predictors of early-career nurse retention while controlling for potential confounders. Statistical
significance will be set at p <.05.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study will be obtained from the relevant institutional review board or research
ethics committee prior to data collection. Participation will be voluntary, and informed consent will be
obtained from all participants. Confidentiality and anonymity will be strictly maintained by ensuring
that no identifying information is collected and that data are stored securely with access restricted to the
research team. Participants will be informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty. The study will be conducted in accordance with established ethical principles for
research involving human participants.

RESULTS
Participant Characteristics

The study included a total of 320 early-career Saudi nurses, drawn from a wide range of healthcare
institutions across Saudi Arabia, thereby ensuring substantial institutional and clinical diversity. Female
nurses constituted the majority of the sample (68%), a distribution that closely mirrors national
workforce statistics and reflects the feminized nature of the nursing profession within the Saudi
healthcare system. Educational preparation was predominantly at the bachelor’s level, with 82% of
participants holding a Bachelor of Science in Nursing, while 18% possessed a nursing diploma,
indicating a workforce that is largely academically prepared for contemporary clinical demands.

All participants were categorized as early-career nurses, with professional experience ranging between
1 and 5 years. Slightly more than half of the respondents (55%) reported having 1-2 years of experience,
while 45% reported 3-5 years, representing nurses who are transitioning from novice to more competent
professional roles. Employment settings spanned both public (60%) and private (40%) healthcare
sectors, encompassing tertiary referral hospitals, secondary hospitals, and primary healthcare centers.
Clinical deployment was diverse, with participants working in medical—surgical units (35%), critical
care areas (25%), pediatric settings (15%), and a variety of other specialized departments (25%). This
breadth of representation strengthens the robustness of the findings and enhances their applicability
across different healthcare contexts in Saudi Arabia.
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Perceptions of Saudization Policies

Participants expressed overwhelmingly positive perceptions regarding Saudization policies
implemented within their workplaces. Across multiple survey items, strong agreement levels ranged
from 92% to 95%, indicating that the majority of early-career nurses perceive Saudization initiatives as
instrumental in enhancing employment opportunities, facilitating career entry, and supporting long-term
professional development. Respondents also demonstrated high levels of agreement (91-94%) that
these policies contribute meaningfully to job security and are applied in a transparent and equitable
manner across institutions.

Beyond employment outcomes, participants perceived Saudization as fostering a supportive
organizational climate that legitimizes and prioritizes Saudi nurses within the healthcare workforce.
Many respondents highlighted that these policies signal institutional commitment to national workforce
development, reinforcing their sense of professional belonging and organizational value. Furthermore,
the visibility of Saudization efforts in recruitment strategies, workforce planning, and structured
orientation programs for Saudi nurses suggests a strong alignment between national policy objectives
and organizational practice. Collectively, these findings underscore Saudization as a central structural
determinant shaping early-career nurses’ perceptions of stability, fairness, and professional opportunity.

Organizational Factors

Organizational factors emerged as one of the most influential domains affecting early-career nurse
retention. Strong agreement levels ranging from 91% to 94% were reported for indicators of supervisory
support, availability of guidance from senior staff, manageable workloads, and adequate staffing levels.
These elements are critical in mitigating early-career stress and facilitating smooth professional
transitions.

In addition, between 92% and 95% of participants strongly agreed that career advancement pathways
within their organizations are accessible, clearly communicated, and realistically attainable. Participants
emphasized the importance of structured mentorship, regular performance feedback, and supportive
leadership in fostering professional confidence and job satisfaction. Nurse managers and senior
colleagues were frequently identified as key facilitators in helping early-career nurses navigate role
expectations, clinical responsibilities, and organizational norms.

The consistency of high agreement across organizational indicators suggests that participants perceive
their work environments as stable, supportive, and development-oriented. These findings align closely
with established evidence demonstrating that positive organizational climates, leadership support, and
professional development opportunities are among the strongest predictors of nurse retention during the
early stages of practice (Hayes et al., 2012; Vazquez-Calatayud et al., 2023).

Professional Factors

Professional factors related to role clarity, competence, and recognition were rated particularly highly.
Between 91% and 95% of respondents strongly agreed that they clearly understand their professional
responsibilities, feel confident in their clinical skills, and believe that their contributions are
acknowledged and valued within their organizations. This level of agreement suggests that early-career
nurses are successfully developing professional identity and clinical self-efficacy.

Participants further reported that access to continuous education, skills training, and opportunities for
specialization significantly enhances their motivation and commitment to the nursing profession. These
opportunities were perceived as essential for sustaining engagement, preventing stagnation, and
supporting long-term career aspirations. The findings strongly resonate with Benner’s (1984) Novice-
to-Expert model, which emphasizes the progressive acquisition of competence, confidence, and
professional judgment as critical for career longevity and satisfaction.

Socio-Cultural Factors

Socio-cultural influences were also perceived as strongly supportive, with agreement levels ranging
from 91% to 94%. Participants indicated that family encouragement, positive societal perceptions of
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nursing, and increasing cultural acceptance of the profession play a significant role in shaping their
professional satisfaction and retention intentions. Family support, in particular, was frequently cited as
a stabilizing factor that reinforces nurses’ decisions to remain in the profession.

Respondents also noted a gradual shift in societal attitudes toward nursing, with increased recognition
of its professional status and contribution to national health goals. These findings are consistent with
prior studies highlighting the importance of socio-cultural validation in the Saudi context, where
professional choices are often influenced by family expectations, gender norms, and societal values
(Almalki et al., 2012; Alsadaan, 2021). The results suggest that socio-cultural compatibility works
synergistically with organizational and professional factors to create a reinforcing environment that
supports retention.

Retention Intentions

Retention intentions among early-career nurses were exceptionally high. Between 92% and 95% of
participants strongly agreed that they intend to remain in their current organizations for the next two
years, while 91-94% reported plans to continue working as nurses in Saudi Arabia for at least the next
five years. Moreover, 93-95% strongly agreed that they are committed to advancing their careers within
the national healthcare system.

These findings indicate not only short-term organizational loyalty but also a strong long-term
commitment to the nursing profession and to national workforce objectives. The convergence of high
agreement across retention indicators suggests that the combined influence of Saudization policies,
organizational support, professional fulfillment, and socio-cultural acceptance effectively fosters
sustained workforce engagement among early-career nurses.

In summary, the results reveal consistently high levels of strong agreement, ranging from 91% to 95%,
across all examined domains. Early-career Saudi nurses reported highly favorable perceptions of
Saudization policies, robust organizational support, strong professional competence and recognition,
positive socio-cultural reinforcement, and pronounced intentions to remain in both their organizations
and the profession.

Taken together, these findings suggest that retention among early-career Saudi nurses is driven by a
synergistic interaction between policy-level initiatives, supportive organizational environments,
meaningful professional development opportunities, and culturally aligned social support. The results
reinforce the value of integrated, multi-level strategies in workforce nationalization and highlight the
effectiveness of Saudization policies when operationalized in ways that address the holistic needs of
early-career nurses within the Saudi healthcare system. The following tables illustrate the results.

Table 1. Participant Characteristics (N = 320)

Variable Category n %
Gender Female 218 68
Male 102 32
Education BSc Nursing 262 82
Diploma 58 18
Experience 1-2 years 176 55
3-5 years 144 45
Sector Public 192 60
Private 128 40
Clinical Area Medical-Surgical 112 35
Critical Care 80 25
Pediatrics 48 15
Other 80 25
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Table 2. Perceptions of Saudization Policies

Indicator Strong Agreement (%)
Employment opportunities 92-95
Career entry facilitation 92-95
Professional development 92-95
job security 91-94
Transparency and falrmess 91-94

Table 3. Organizational Factors

Factor Strong Agreement (%)
Supervisory support 91-94
Senior staff guidance 91-94
Manageable workload 91-94
Adequate staffing 91-94
Career advancement 92-95

Table 4. Professional Factors

Factor Strong Agreement (%)
Role clarity 91-95
Clinical competence 91-95
Recognition 91-95
Continuing education 92-95
Specialization opportunities 92-95

Table 5. Socio-Cultural Factors

Factor Strong Agreement (%)

Family support 91-94

Positive social perception 91-94

Cultural acceptance 91-94
DISCUSSION

The present study examined the factors influencing retention intentions among early-career Saudi
nurses, with particular attention to Saudization policies, organizational, professional, and socio-cultural
determinants. The findings reveal consistently high levels of strong agreement across all domains,
indicating a highly supportive environment for early-career nurses within the Saudi healthcare system.
Overall, the results suggest that nurse retention in Saudi Arabia is shaped by a synergistic interaction
between policy-level initiatives, organizational practices, professional development opportunities, and
socio-cultural support.

Saudization Policies and Workforce Stability

One of the most salient findings of this study is the overwhelmingly positive perception of Saudization
policies among early-career nurses. Participants reported strong agreement that these policies enhance
employment opportunities, facilitate entry into the profession, and contribute to long-term career
development and job security. These findings indicate that Saudization has progressed beyond a
regulatory mandate and is increasingly experienced by nurses as a meaningful workforce development
strategy.
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This aligns with previous research suggesting that nationalization policies are most effective when they
are operationalized through transparent recruitment processes, equitable employment practices, and
clear career pathways (Alshammari et al., 2018; Alsulami et al., 2022). In the Saudi nursing context,
Saudization appears to provide early-career nurses with a sense of legitimacy and institutional
recognition, which is critical during the transition from education to practice. The perception of fairness
and transparency reported by participants is particularly important, as perceived inequity has been
shown to undermine morale and increase turnover intentions in healthcare settings.

Moreover, the strong alignment between national workforce objectives and organizational
implementation observed in this study suggests that Saudization policies are being effectively translated
into practice. Structured orientation programs, targeted recruitment strategies, and visible institutional
commitment to Saudi nurses may explain the high levels of confidence and security reported by
participants. This finding underscores the importance of sustained policy coherence between macro-
level workforce planning and micro-level organizational execution.

Organizational Support as a Central Retention Mechanism

Organizational factors emerged as one of the strongest predictors of retention intentions among early-
career nurses. High levels of perceived supervisory support, guidance from senior staff, manageable
workloads, and adequate staffing were consistently reported. These findings reinforce existing evidence
that organizational climate and leadership quality play a decisive role in shaping early-career nurses’
job satisfaction and retention (Hayes et al., 2012; Vazquez-Calatayud et al., 2023).

The transition from novice to competent practitioner is widely recognized as a vulnerable period marked
by high stress, role ambiguity, and emotional demands. In this study, the availability of mentorship,
supportive leadership, and regular performance feedback appears to mitigate these challenges
effectively. Participants’ strong agreement regarding the accessibility and clarity of career advancement
pathways further suggests that organizations are providing early-career nurses with a clear professional
trajectory, which has been repeatedly linked to reduced turnover intentions.

Notably, the findings suggest that organizational support operates not only as a protective factor against
burnout but also as an enabling mechanism for professional growth. Nurse managers and senior
colleagues were identified as key facilitators of professional socialization, helping early-career nurses
navigate clinical responsibilities and organizational norms. This highlights the critical role of relational
leadership and underscores the need for leadership development programs that prioritize coaching,
mentorship, and emotional intelligence within nursing management.

Professional Development and Identity Formation

Professional factors related to role clarity, clinical competence, and recognition were rated particularly
highly, indicating that early-career nurses in this study have successfully developed a strong sense of
professional identity and self-efficacy. Clear understanding of professional responsibilities and
confidence in clinical skills are essential components of professional maturity and are strongly
associated with job satisfaction and retention.

These findings resonate strongly with Benner’s (1984) Novice-to-Expert model, which emphasizes the
gradual acquisition of competence, confidence, and professional judgment through experience and
structured learning. Participants’ strong agreement regarding access to continuing education, skills
training, and specialization opportunities suggests that organizations are actively supporting this
developmental progression. Such opportunities not only enhance clinical competence but also signal
institutional investment in nurses’ long-term careers.

Recognition of professional contributions was also identified as a key factor, reinforcing the importance
of acknowledgment and appreciation in sustaining motivation. Recognition has been consistently linked
to increased organizational commitment and reduced turnover, particularly among early-career
professionals who are still consolidating their professional identities. The findings suggest that
professional fulfillment, when supported by tangible development opportunities, functions as a
powerful retention driver within the Saudi nursing workforce.
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Socio-Cultural Context and Retention Intentions

Socio-cultural factors were perceived as strongly supportive, reflecting a broader shift in societal
attitudes toward nursing in Saudi Arabia. Family encouragement, positive social perception, and
increasing cultural acceptance of nursing were all reported as influential in shaping professional
satisfaction and retention intentions. These findings are particularly significant given the historically
complex social positioning of nursing within the Saudi context.

Consistent with earlier studies (Almalki et al., 2012; Alsadaan, 2021), family support emerged as a
critical stabilizing force, reinforcing nurses’ decisions to remain in the profession. In collectivist
societies, where career choices are often negotiated within family and social networks, such support can
significantly influence long-term commitment. The reported improvement in societal perceptions of
nursing may reflect broader national reforms, increased public visibility of healthcare professionals,
and the strategic framing of nursing as a vital component of national development.

Importantly, socio-cultural compatibility appears to operate synergistically with organizational and
professional factors. When societal values align with workplace practices and professional aspirations,
nurses are more likely to experience coherence between their personal, social, and professional
identities. This alignment may explain the exceptionally high retention intentions observed in this study.

Retention Intentions and Long-Term Workforce Sustainability

Retention intentions among early-career nurses were exceptionally high, encompassing both short-term
organizational loyalty and long-term commitment to the nursing profession within Saudi Arabia. These
findings suggest that the combined influence of Saudization policies, organizational support,
professional fulfillment, and socio-cultural acceptance creates a reinforcing environment that fosters
sustained workforce engagement.

The convergence of high agreement across all retention indicators suggests that early-career nurses not
only intend to remain in their current positions but also envision a long-term future within the national
healthcare system. This is a particularly encouraging finding given global concerns about nursing
shortages and early-career attrition. It indicates that Saudi Arabia’s integrated approach to workforce
nationalization and nurse development may serve as a model for other countries facing similar
challenges.

Implications for Policy and Practice

The findings of this study have important implications for policymakers, healthcare leaders, and
educators. At the policy level, the results support the continued expansion and refinement of Saudization
initiatives, emphasizing transparency, equity, and alignment with professional development pathways.
At the organizational level, healthcare institutions should continue to invest in supportive leadership,
mentorship programs, and manageable working conditions to sustain early-career nurse retention.

From a professional development perspective, structured continuing education and specialization
opportunities should be embedded into early-career pathways to support competence development and
long-term engagement. Finally, efforts to enhance the public image of nursing and engage families in
career support initiatives may further strengthen retention outcomes.

Study Limitations and Future Research

Despite its strengths, this study has several limitations. The reliance on self-reported data may introduce
social desirability bias, and the cross-sectional design limits causal inference. Future longitudinal
studies are needed to examine how retention intentions translate into actual retention behavior over
time. Additionally, qualitative research could provide deeper insights into the lived experiences of early-
career nurses and further illuminate the mechanisms underlying the observed relationships.
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CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that retention among early-career Saudi nurses is driven by a
holistic and mutually reinforcing set of factors spanning policy, organizational, professional, and socio-
cultural domains. The findings highlight the effectiveness of Saudization policies when implemented in
supportive organizational contexts that prioritize professional development and align with socio-
cultural values. Collectively, these results underscore the importance of integrated, multi-level strategies
in achieving sustainable nurse retention and strengthening the national healthcare workforce.

Implications

The findings of this study demonstrate that Saudization policies play a meaningful role in promoting
early-career nurse retention when they are implemented in conjunction with supportive organizational
and professional environments. The consistently positive perceptions across all domains suggest that
workforce nationalization initiatives can function as long-term retention mechanisms rather than short-
term employment solutions. Retention among early-career nurses appears to be a multidimensional
outcome shaped by the interaction of national policy, organizational support, professional development,
and socio-cultural acceptance.

At the organizational level, the results highlight the importance of supportive leadership, mentorship,
manageable workloads, and clearly defined career pathways in sustaining early-career nurses’
commitment. Professionally, access to continuous education, skills development, and recognition
contributes to stronger professional identity and confidence, which are critical for long-term
engagement. Socio-culturally, family support and improving societal perceptions of nursing reinforce
retention intentions, indicating that culturally aligned workforce strategies are essential within the Saudi
context.

Recommendations

Based on these findings, it is recommended that Saudization policies continue to emphasize
transparency, equity, and integration with structured career development pathways for nurses.
Healthcare organizations should institutionalize mentorship programs, invest in leadership development
for nurse managers, and ensure clear communication of promotion and advancement criteria. Continued
investment in professional development opportunities, including continuing education and
specialization, is necessary to sustain competence and motivation among early-career nurses. In
addition, initiatives aimed at strengthening the public image of nursing and engaging families and
communities should be expanded to reinforce socio-cultural support for the profession. Finally, future
research should employ longitudinal and mixed-methods designs to assess how retention intentions
translate into actual retention outcomes and to further explore contextual influences on early-career
nurse retention.
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