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ABSTRACT

Background: Volunteering can be defined as any action where time is freely donated to help another individual, organization, or cause.
During pandemics, volunteers in the healthcare industry are essential. There were different perspectives on volunteering around
the world. This study evaluated Saudi Arabia’s clinical medical and dentistry students’ attitudes and perspectives on volunteering
during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. Method: A descriptive cross-sectional study of medical and dental
students completing the clinical experience in Saudi Arabia. A web-based survey gathered data, and SPSS, Chi-square, and Fisher’s
exact tests were used for analysis. Results: The majority of participants had positive attitudes and perceptions of volunteering
during COVID-19 on most items. A total of 93.80% said they would volunteer given the opportunity, and 86.25% would respond to
governmental calls during health crises. However, 62.26% would volunteer only if compensated, 66.58% needed parental approval
before volunteering, and 74.93% had fears about infecting family members. Nearly all items were not significantly different by
specialty (medicine/dentistry), gender, nationality, region, or education level. Conclusions: Medical and dentistry professionals had
good attitudes about volunteering during health disasters, especially when provided proper protection and training. The majority
of participants were likely to respond to governmental calls if needed. Future studies should investigate compensation methods
and types.
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Introduction

Volunteering can be defined as any action where time is freely
donated to help another individual, organization, ot cause."

There are three main types of volunteering during natural or
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human-made calamities; professional, community-based, and
emergency volunteering.? The last category is particulatly
important when local specialized human resources are
insufficient, resulting in high demand for volunteer efforts,
particularly in health care. This means that many medical students
have the characteristics necessary to provide vital volunteer
support, reducing the load placed on healthcare workers in
emergency situations like a global pandemic.”! They can assess
primary care and family physicians to reduce the burden of
healthcare shortage.

This is an open access journal, and articles are distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 License, which allows others to
remix, tweak, and build upon the work non-commercially, as long as appropriate credit is
given and the new creations are licensed under the identical terms.

For reprints contact: WKHLRPMedknow_reprints@wolterskluwer.com

How to cite this article: Qattan M, Alwashali D, Alshinawi M, Sulimani OA,
Allugmani L, AlQurashi M, et al. Perceptions of volunteering during
the COVID-19 pandemic among medical and dental professionals in
Saudi Arabia. J Family Med Prim Care 2023;12:1197-201.

© 2023 Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care | Published by Wolters Kluwer - Medknow 1197



Qattan, et al.: Volunteering among medical and dental professionals

The global pandemic of severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2, or COVID-19)M resulted in
significant morbidity and mortality around the world.F! To
minimize transmission of the virus, governments around the
world implemented a range of restrictions, including mask usage,
movement restrictions, and avoidance of close contact with
others.TVolunteers have been an integral part of the healthcare
workforce during the outbreak. For example, volunteers were a
major force in responding to hotline calls for medical inquiries
during the outbreak.”

Medical and dental students may have been reluctant to volunteer
in traditional settings that required direct contact with others.”!”
For this reason, virtual platforms, such as telehealth and health
promotion through social media, were suggested as alternative

venues for medical students to volunteet duting the pandemic.?!

A small number of studies assessed the willingness and attitudes
of medical students to volunteer during the COVID-19
pandemic, in Vietnam and Nigeria.""' A majority (72.5%) of
respondents were willing to volunteer in Vietnam during the
COVID-19 outbreak. In Nigeria, 82.9% of respondents were
willing to volunteer if provided with proper personal protection
equipment (PPE), and 79.3% would volunteer if they received
the necessary training.'! Even if they would not be compensated,
female students were more willing to volunteer than male
students, but parental consent would often be required.'’ In
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, medical students’ willingness to volunteer
varied, from 10.6% if there was contact with suspected patients
in healthcare facilities to 43.4% who would volunteer for
community setrvices outside of healthcare facilities.!”

There were different perspectives on volunteering around the
world. In Poland, volunteers reported anticipating negative
scenarios, which affected their sense of safety and security before
[ Tn Nigeria, a majotity of responders (91.2%)
volunteered during the pandemic as a way to gain knowledge.!

even starting.

The main barriers to volunteering were the fear of spreading the
virus to family members (76.2%) and insufficient knowledge/
training,'>'?

No study has investigated perceptions among medical and
dental (in particular) professionals of volunteering during the
COVID-19 pandemic across different regions of Saudi Arabia.
Such a study is important because the value of volunteering and
the contributions of volunteers become more apparent in times
of ctisis.""” Therefore, this study aimed to assess petceptions
of volunteering during the pandemic among medical and dental
professionals throughout Saudi Arabia.

Materials and Methods

Study design, participants, and setting

This study used a descriptive, quantitative, cross-sectional study
design. Data were collected using a convenience sample from June
to July 2022 among medical and dental professionals (students
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and workers) throughout Saudi Arabia. A self-administered online
questionnaire in English was sent as a link through groups of
medical and dental professionals on social media sites, including
WhatsApp, Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat. The
inclusion criteria were dentists, dental students, doctors, and
medical students in Saudi Arabia. Any retired medical or dental
professionals and other health specialists were excluded. All
participants had to complete an electronic informed consent
form by clicking “approve” before they could answer the
questionnaire. It took approximately 6—8 minutes to complete
the questionnaire. Any identifiable information that could have
revealed a participant’s identity was eliminated and all data were
used anonymously.

Variables and measurements

The questionnaire comprised 29 questions divided into five
sections. Section one collected demographics, including
gender, age, specialty, academic year, city, region of Saudi
Arabia, and nationality. Sections two to five were derived from
a previous study, with modifications.'! These questions had
agree or disagree as responses. The second section focused
on attitudes about volunteering during COVID-19 and
assessed participants’ motivations for volunteering. Section
three contained questions about the ethical and professional
responsibilities of volunteers. The fourth section evaluated
respondents’ opinions about the requirements for enlisting
medical and dentistry students as volunteers. The fifth section
examined risk knowledge, protection, and being isolated as
volunteers, asking if volunteers should be anxious about
infecting family members if they had adequate information
about COVID-19 and infection, and the prevention and use
of PPE. Seven medical students participated in pilot research
to assess the questionnaire to ensure the questions were
understandable, flowed logically, and had no grammatical
errors. This was considered as face validation of the
questionnaire in a pilot phase. The institutional review board
of Umm Al-Qura university gave ethical approval for the study,
with the number HAPO-02-K-012-2022-06-1113.

Statistical methods

In addition to Excel (Microsoft Corp., Redmond, WA, USA),
SPSS version 25 (IBM, Inc., Armonk, NY, USA) was used for
data analysis. Mean, standard deviation, count, and percentage
were employed as descriptive statistics to present the data. Data
analysis methods included Chi-square and Fisher’s exact test. The
statistical significance level was set at a P value of 0.05.

Results

A total of 371 participants with a mean age of 22.56 £ 3.73
completed this study’s questionnaire. They were from 19 cities
in Saudi Arabia: Makkah, Jeddah, Taif, Jazan, Dammam, Riyadh,
Alahssa, Alqunfudah, Alkhobar, Unaizah, Almadinah, Bisha,
Arar, Abha, Albaha, Tabuk, Sakaka, Qatif, and Haq]l. Participant
demographic data are provided in Table 1.
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The questionnaire assessed participant attitudes about
volunteering in four sections. The participants’ answers to the
questions are provided in Table 2.

According to Chi-square and Fisher’s exact tests, none of
the volunteering questions except one were significantly
different between medical and dental professionals. The
statement, “Medical/dental students should be recruited
in the event of a healthcare manpower shortage,” was the

exception (P = 0.018). The majority of dental participants agreed

Table 1: Participants’ demographic data

Variable Category n %
Gender Male 98 26.42
Female 273 73.58
Specialty Medicine 336 90.57
Dentistry 35 9.43
Nationality Saudi 361 97.3
Non-Saudi 10 2.7
Academic year 4 179 48.25
5t 88 23.72
6" 64 17.25
Intern or graduated 40 10.78
Region in Saudi Arabia Western 319 85.98
Central 13 35
Southern 9 243
Hastern 22 5.93
Northern 8 2.16

with the statement (91.4%), in comparison with 73.5% of the
medical professionals. There were no statistically significant
relationships for any of the volunteering items when assessed
using Chi-square and Fisher’s exact tests by gender, nationality,
region, or educational level.

Discussion

General attitude toward volunteering

Our findings indicate that medical and dental students would
volunteer during a pandemic if they are given the proper PPE
and training (91.91-93.80%). These percentages were higher than
previous studies in Vietnam (72.5%),"? Nigetia (79.3-82.9%),0'"
and Riyadh (10.6-43.4%0).I'" The differences might arise from the
possible range of answers; in this study, the only answer options
were agree of not agree, in comparison with previous studies
using 3- to 6-point Likert scales.''" Additionally, the prior
Saudi Arabian study!"” classified volunteeting in narrowly specific
situations, so the comparison might not be accurate. Nevertheless,
this shows that there is a strong tendency to volunteer among
medical and dental professionals around the world. It should be
noted that proper training of volunteers about pandemics is very
important to enhance their understanding, outlook, abilities, and
readiness, as suggested by a recent systematic review.!'®

Such results should be taken as great potential by primary care
authorities and clusters, as they are the frontline of healthcare,

Table 2: Participant Answers to Assessments of Volunteering During COVID-19

Statement Agree n (%) Disagree n (%)
Attitudes about volunteering during COVID-19
I will volunteer my service if given the opportunity to do so. 348 (93.80) 23 (6.20)
I will volunteer if adequately trained to do so. 341 (91.91) 30 (8.09)
I will volunteer if adequate personal protective equipment (PPE) is provided. 346 (93.26) 25 (6.74)
I will volunteer even if I am not compensated. 187 (50.40) 184 (49.60)
I will volunteer only if I am compensated. 231 (62.26) 140 (37.74)
I will volunteer because I am capable of doing so. 335 (90.30) 36 (9.70)
I will only volunteer if my parents support it. 247 (66.58) 124 (33.42)
Perceptions about moral and professional obligations to volunteer
I have a moral sense of duty to volunteer as a person. 341 (91.91) 30 (8.09)
Medical/dental students have moral and professional obligations to volunteer. 309 (83.29) 62 (16.71)
I am not qualified to volunteer in any pandemic. 121 (32.61) 250 (67.39)
The government would be justified to request medical/dental students as volunteets. 296 (79.78) 75 (20.22)
Perceptions about conditions for the recruitment of medical/dental students as volunteers
I will work as a volunteer if the government requests it. 320 (86.25) 51 (13.75)
The government has no right to ask medical/dental students to volunteer during a pandemic. 129 (34.77) 242 (65.23)
Medical/dental students should be recruited in the event of a healthcare manpower shortage. 279 (75.20) 92 (24.80)
Medical/dental students can assist doctors and work under their supervision. 342 (92.18) 29 (7.82)
Volunteering duting a pandemic is a form of experience and education for students. 333 (89.76) 38 (10.24)
Experience as a volunteer should count toward practical experience in medical/dental care. 339 (91.37) 32 (8.63)
Perceptions about compensation, risk knowledge, and protection as volunteers
Medical/dental student volunteers should be given monetary compensation. 276 (74.39) 95 (25.61)
I am anxious about infecting my family members if I volunteer. 278 (74.93) 93 (25.07)
I think I have adequate knowledge and information about COVID-19. 310 (83.56) 61 (16.44)
I have adequate knowledge about infection and preventive strategies. 303 (81.67) 68 (18.33)
I have adequate knowledge and information about the use of personal protective equipment (PPE). 312 (84.10) 59 (15.90)
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especially during the pandemic. In fact, using the high power of
volunteers can reduce the high burden of a potential shortage
of primary care units and family physicians, especially during
health disasters.

Moral obligation to volunteer

The majority of medical and dental professionals in our study
reported that they had a moral obligation to volunteer and would
do so if the government asked them to. This supported studies
among medical students conducted in several other countries,
including Nigetia, Canada, Brazil, China, and Ireland.!'7"
These results are promising, as volunteering is one of the major
goals in the Saudi Arabia Vision 2030 transformational national
plan, with a goal of increasing the number of volunteers from
11,000 to 1 million annually.” An understanding of the moral
and autonomous internal motives for volunteering revealed by
this study will enable governmental stakeholders in Saudi Arabia
to achieve their goals. This view is supported by studies in
Germany, Nigeria, China, and Denmark among medical students,
showing that a sense of social responsibility and dedication

was behind their volunteer endeavors.I'!!

2221 A previous study
in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, among medical graduates found that
factors related to values and social responsibility were predictive
of volunteering, whereas factors related to career development
wete not.” Our study expanded these findings to medical
students, dental students, medical graduates, dental graduates,

and healthcare workers.

Volunteering compensation and parental approval

Two important aspects were found in our results: compensation
and parental approval. A slim majority (62.26%) of our
respondents reported that if they would not be compensated,
they would not volunteer. That is higher than the Nigerian
study (49.9%).1"1 Other studies in Germany and China indicated
that compensation was more important for final-year medical
(19221 whereas our study did not find such a difference.
Nonetheless, our results indicate that compensation is an

students,

important factor among volunteers, but the data were not clear
on the type of compensation. Some studies have emphasized
monetary compensation as important to discuss and plan
for.?1 A different study emphasized medical student volunteers

1251 However,

receiving reasonable payments for their efforts.
other forms of compensation, such as appreciation, lowered
volunteer hours, trophies, and other nonmonetary rewards, were
not thoroughly discussed. This may be because some health
students pay entry fees to participate in volunteer services in
Saudi Arabia, especially in Islamic pilgrimage programs. It was
found in a Polish study'®

for some when considering volunteering. It is recommended

! that religion is an important factor
that this aspect be investigated using qualitative and quantitative
studies to reveal more about how to effectively compensate

healthcare volunteers.

A total of 66.58% of our respondents indicated that they would
require parental approval to volunteer, which is similar to the
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results from Nigetia (62.5%).' Because this aspect is important,
it might be wise to include this aspect when planning future
volunteer programs and promoting the benefits of volunteering
to patents.

Volunteering among medical versus dental
professionals

It should be noted that our study did not find any differences
in the results between students and graduates among medical
and dental professionals. This can be explained by the strong
social bond and family attachments in Saudi Arabian culture.
This is supported by the high percentage (74.93%) who were
worried about causing infection in their families. However, it
might also be due to the low proportion of graduate participants
in our study. Future studies may want to consider that aspect
during recruiting,

Strength and limitations

Because this is one of only a few studies including participants
from cities across Saudi Arabia, it is important to acknowledge
some of this study’s limitations. Our sample population had
a higher percentage of medical professionals than dental
professionals. Therefore, we might have an unrepresentative
sample of dental professionals for external validity. It is suggested
that participants in future studies be asked about different
volunteer settings and also examines professionals’ experiences
of volunteering, which could shed light on current practices
and problems encountered. Future studies should be directed to
use stratified or quota samples of medical/dental students and
graduates to increase external validity. Additionally, compensation
types and religious motives for volunteering should be included
in future studies.

Conclusion

Medical and dental professionals have good attitudes toward
volunteering during health disasters, especially when receiving
proper protection and training, The majority of the participants
in this study were inclined to respond to governmental calls if
needed. Compensation, fears about transmitting an infection to
family members, and parental approval appear to be important
factors for volunteers.

Acknowledgement

The authors want to acknowledge all the medical and dental
students and workers who completed this study’s questionnaire.
Also, we want to thank Milestone Research School for supervising
the conduction of this study.

Financial support and sponsorship
Nil.

Conflicts of interest

There are no conflicts of interest.

Volume 12 : Issue 6 : June 2023



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

Qattan, et al.: Volunteering among medical and dental professionals

References

Wilson J. Volunteering. Ann Rev Socio 2000;26:215-40.

Shi M, Xu W, Gao L, Kang Z, Ning N, Liu C, et al.
Emergency volunteering willingness and participation:
A cross-sectional survey of residents in northern China.
BMJ Open 2018;8:e020218.

Nelson C, Lurie N, Wasserman J, Zakowski S. Conceptualizing
and defining public health emergency preparedness. Am J
Public Health 2007;97(Suppl 1):S9-11.

Ciotti M, Ciccozzi M, Terrinoni A, Jiang W-C, Wang C-B,
Bernardini S. The COVID-19 pandemic. Crit Rev Clin Lab
Sci 2020;57:365-88.

Cucinotta D, Vanelli M. WHO declares COVID-19 a pandemic.
Acta Biomed 2020;91:157-60.

Dzisi EKJ, Dei OA. Adherence to social distancing and
wearing of masks within public transportation during
the COVID 19 pandemic. Transp Res Interdiscip Perspect
2020;7:100191.

Khan A, Alsofayan Y, Alahmari A, Alowais J, Algwizani A,
Alserehi H, et al. COVID-19 in Saudi Arabia: The national
health response. East Mediterr Health J 2021;27:1114-24.

Alhraiwil NJ, Al-Ageel S, AlFaleh AF, AlAgeel AA, AlAbed MA,
Al-Shroby WA. Impact of COVID-19 on the 937 telephone
medical consultation service in Saudi Arabia. Int ] Telemed
Appl 2022;2022:4181322.

Martin A, Blom IM, Whyatt G, Shaunak R, Viva MIF,
Banerjee L. A rapid systematic review exploring the
involvement of medical students in pandemics and other
global health emergencies. Disaster Med Public Health Prep
2022;16:360-72.

Pickell Z, Gu K, Williams AM. Virtual volunteers: The
importance of restructuring medical volunteering during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Med Humanit 2020;46:537-40.

Adejimi AA, Odugbemi BA, Odukoya OO, Okunade KS,
Taiwo AO, Osibogun A. Volunteering during the COVID-19
pandemic: Attitudes and perceptions of clinical medical
and dental students in Lagos, Nigeria. Niger Postgrad Med
J2021;28:1-13.

Tran BX, Vo LH, Phan HT, Pham HQ, Vu GT, Le HT, et al.

Mobilizing medical students for COVID-19 responses:
Experience of Vietnam. J Glob Health 2020;10:020319.

AlSaif HI, Alessa MM, Alajlan AH, Alrshid Al, Aljarbou AF,
Algahtani AA, et al. Which volunteering settings do medical
students prefer during a novel respiratory virus pandemic?
A cross-sectional study of multiple colleges in central Saudi
Arabia during the COVID-19 pandemic. Risk Manag Healthc
Policy 2022;15:983-96.

Domaradzki J. ‘Who Else If Not We'. Medical Students’

Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care

1201

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

perception and experiences with volunteering during the
COVID-19 crisis in Poznan, Poland. Int J Environ Res Public
Health 2022;19:2314.

Bachner G, Seebauer S, Pfurtscheller C, Brucker A. Assessing
the benefits of organized voluntary emergency services:
Concepts and evidence from flood protection in Austria.
Disaster Prev Manag 2016;25:298-313.

Ashcroft J, Byrne MH, Brennan PA, Davies R]. Preparing
medical students for a pandemic: A systematic review of
student disaster training programmes. Postgrad Med ]
2021;97:368-79.

Gouda P, Kirk A, Sweeney A-M, O’Donovan D. Attitudes
of medical students toward volunteering in emergency
situations. Disaster Med Public Health Prep 2020;14:308-11.

Tempski P, Arantes-Costa FM, Kobayasi R, Siqueira MA,
Torsani MB, Amaro BQ, et al. Medical students’ perceptions
and motivations in time of COVID-19 pandemic. MedRxiv.
2020. doi: 10.1101/2020.05.28.20115956.

YuN-Z,LiZ-]J, Chong Y-M, Xu Y, Fan J-P, Yang Y, et al. Chinese
medical students’ interest in COVID-19 pandemic. World J
Virol 2020;9:38-46.

Talaue GM, Al-Turki FSM, Al-Zahrani A, Al-Malki S,
Al-Aberi M. Volunteerism in Saudi Arabia: Assessing
volunteer profiles and their impact to society. In: C S, editor.
Civic Engagement in Social and Political Constructs. IGI
Global; 2020. p. 1-25.

Astorp MS, Serensen GVB, Rasmussen S, Emmersen ],
Erbs AW, Andersen S. Support for mobilising medical
students to join the COVID-19 pandemic emergency
healthcare workforce: A cross-sectional questionnaire
survey. BMJ Open 2020;10:e039082.

Drexler R, Hambrecht JM, Oldhafer KJ. Involvement
of medical students during the coronavirus disease
2019 pandemic: A cross-sectional survey study. Cureus
2020;12:¢10147.

Kably AA, Almalki RA, AlQarni AM, Bardisi WM. Level
of participation in public health volunteering and its
determinants among ministry of health primary health
care workers in Jeddah 2019. J Family Med Prim Care
2021;10:3584-9.

Rose A. The ethics of volunteer selection and compensation
in controlled human infection models in India. Indian ] Med
Ethics 2018;3:285-9.

Bauchner H, Sharfstein J. A bold response to the COVID-19
pandemic: Medical students, national service, and public
health. JAMA 2020;323:1790-1.

Domaradzki J, Walkowiak D. Does religion influence the
motivations of future healthcare professionals to volunteer
during the COVID-19 pandemic in Poland? An exploratory
study. J Relig Health 2021;60:1507-20.

Volume 12 : Issue 6 : June 2023



