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Abstract
Background: The Saudi healthcare system is undergoing a 
major transformation, and pharmacists will assume more re-
sponsibilities in providing healthcare services. The current 
study aims to determine the current perception and attitude 
of the public toward pharmacists, as well as the public satis-
faction with pharmacists’ practices and services in the com-
munity pharmacy setting. Methods: A cross-sectional, on-
line questionnaire-based study was conducted between 
February and April 2019 and included adult participants 
(≥18 years) who could read and complete an Arabic online 
survey. χ2 and correlation tests were used to investigate dif-
ferences in perception and attitude toward community 
pharmacists based on study population demographics and 
characteristics and assess the association between public 
perception and attitude. Statistical analysis was conducted 
using SAS software, version 9.4. Results: A total of 387 par-
ticipants completed the survey. The overall Saudi public’s 
perception and attitude toward community pharmacists 

were positive in the study population, scoring 81.4% for per-
ception and 69.8% for attitude, with female participants hav-
ing a more favorable perception of community pharmacists 
than male participants (89.3 vs. 77.7%, p < 0.01). A strong and 
positive correlation between public perception and attitude 
was recognized in the study (r = 0.71, p < 0.01). The partici-
pants were found to be mostly satisfied with pharmacists’ 
commitment and communication skills, but not, however, 
with the level of pharmaceutical care services provided. Con-
clusion: The current positive perception and attitude toward 
community pharmacists among the Saudi public create an 
opportunity for pharmacists to assume expanded roles as 
healthcare providers. However, their pharmaceutical care 
skills should be improved in order to gain their patients’ trust 
and provide them with valuable services.

© 2021 The Author(s)
Published by S. Karger AG, Basel

Introduction

The Saudi healthcare system is currently undergoing 
major transformation, and pharmacists in the commu-
nity pharmacy setting can play a major role in this trans-
formation as they will be able to assume more responsi-
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bilities in providing healthcare services to their consum-
ers. Recent changes to the rules and regulations governing 
the community pharmacies’ work and responsibilities 
have allowed pharmacists to provide certain clinical ser-
vices that they were previously not authorized to perform, 
such as administering vaccinations, training patients on 
the use of medical devices, and conducting medication 
therapy management [1]. On the other hand, the overall 
health literacy levels among the Saudi population and 
their awareness about health-related subjects have clearly 
improved over the years, even though it has yet to reach 
an optimal level [2, 3]. This has created an increasing de-
mand for healthcare providers, including community 
pharmacists, to provide knowledge, services, and recom-
mendations of the highest level to their patients.

Moreover, the relationship between physicians and 
patients is known to affect the patient’s health outcomes 
and overall satisfaction with the healthcare service [4], 
and the same is assumed for pharmacists and their rela-
tionships with patients. For the public to enquire about 
health-related subjects and accept medical recommenda-
tions from healthcare providers, including pharmacists, a 
positive perception of and attitude toward them are nec-
essary. A cross-sectional study was conducted to assess 
the relationship between the public perception of com-
munity pharmacists and their willingness to participate 
in services provided by pharmacists. The study found that 
many of the patients perceived community pharmacists 
as healthcare providers, which reflected a positive percep-
tion about pharmacists, and further found that this favor-
able perception positively affected patients’ willingness to 
participate in several pharmacist-provided services [5]. In 
the United Arab Emirates, a similar cross-sectional study 
found that approximately half of the participants believed 
their privacy was not secure when they discussed any 
health-related issues or a prescription with community 
pharmacists. Trust was another issue for about 17% of the 
participants, who indicated that they trusted their physi-
cian more that their pharmacist, and preferred to see their 
physicians when they needed attention for a medical con-
dition. Added to this, 10% of the participants saw com-
munity pharmacists primarily as business personnel and 
could not, as a result, be considered legitimate healthcare 
providers in their view [6]. Moreover, a cross-sectional 
study from Canada showed that participants were willing 
to pay for the valued medication management services 
provided by community pharmacists [7], whereas a study 
from China showed that the unsatisfactory experience 
with community pharmacists led to over-the-counter 
self-medication and avoidance of advices from commu-

nity pharmacists [8]. These international studies demon-
strate the importance of patients’ perception of commu-
nity pharmacists and satisfaction with pharmacy services 
and the impact of that on patients and pharmacy practice.

In the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), a cross-sec-
tional study was conducted in Riyadh to assess the phar-
macists’ performance as healthcare providers and the 
public’s satisfaction with services provided by commu-
nity pharmacists. The study found that about one-third 
of the participants perceived community pharmacists as 
dispensers only, while another one-third believed that 
pharmacists played a major role in their medication com-
pliance. Moreover, about half of the participants ac-
knowledged the role of the pharmacists in addressing 
medication-related problems and considered pharma-
cists to be effective members of the healthcare system [9]. 
In another study, about two-thirds of consumers felt 
comfortable asking a community pharmacist for medical 
advice, two-thirds indicated that their pharmacists were 
willing to provide them with a medical consultation, and 
less than half felt satisfied with the time dedicated to them 
from pharmacists in the community setting [10]. These 
were the only studies that assessed the public perception 
of or attitude toward community pharmacists in the KSA.

The present study aimed to determine the current per-
ception and attitude of the public toward community 
pharmacists in the KSA and also aimed to assess public 
satisfaction with community pharmacists’ practices and 
the professional services they provide. Without the pub-
lic’s positive perception and attitude, community phar-
macists may not prove to be significant players in the 
overall healthcare system.

Material and Methods

Study Design
A cross-sectional, survey-based study was conducted to assess 

the current perception and attitude of the public toward commu-
nity pharmacists in the KSA. The study included adult participants 
(≥18 years) who could read and complete an online survey in Ara-
bic. The online survey was developed to facilitate data collection 
from the participants, and WhatsApp® was utilized to facilitate 
survey distribution to different regions in the KSA.

Questionnaire
The online questionnaire consisted of 3 main sections with a 

total of 34 items. Demographics formed the first section and com-
prised 8 multiple-choice questions relating to age, gender, nation-
ality, marital status, highest educational achievement, average in-
come, educational or work experience, and current job status. The 
second section consisted of 17 statements in which participants 
were asked to rate on a Likert scale to evaluate their perception (10 
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items) and attitude (7 items) toward community pharmacists. The 
third section consisted of 9 items that reflected the participants’ 
experience with community pharmacists and focused on the pub-
lic’s satisfaction with the community pharmacists’ practices and 
professional services provided to them. The participants were 
asked to rate their level of agreement with these 9 statements on a 
Likert scale to identify common points of both approval and criti-
cism from the public about community pharmacists’ practices in 
the KSA. Since Arabic is the official language of the KSA, the ques-
tionnaire was constructed and administered in Arabic to facilitate 
the comprehension of the survey items. The questionnaire items 
were listed in Arabic and translated into English in the supplemen-
tary material.

The questionnaire items were checked for clarity and face va-
lidity by 2 independent researchers before the questionnaire was 
distributed to respondents. Internal reliability of the perception 
items and attitude items was checked using Cronbach’s α statistics. 
For the 10 public perception items in the questionnaire, 2 items 
were deleted to achieve acceptable internal reliability among the 
remaining 8 perception items, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.857. For 
the 7 public attitude items in the questionnaire, only 1 item was 
deleted to achieve acceptable internal reliability for the remaining 
6 items, with a Cronbach’s α of 0.848.

Data Collection
Survey participants were recruited using a convenience sam-

pling technique via an invitation letter sent to them through 
WhatsApp®. The use of WhatsApp® among adults in the KSA is 
very common [11] and was presumed to be an appropriate meth-
od of survey distribution in order to reach a diverse convenience 
sample from different regions in the country, and participants 
were informed about the purpose of the study in the WhatsApp® 
invitation letter. The data were collected over a 3-month period 
between February 1, 2019 and April 30, 2019, using an online sur-
vey tool (Microsoft Forms®), and the obtained data were secured 
within an encrypted database. The study design and the question-
naire were approved by the Institutional Review Board at King 
Saud University.

Data Analysis
The study utilized descriptive statistics to describe the partici-

pants’ demographics and their perception and attitude toward 
community pharmacists, whereas inferential statistics were utilized 
to investigate differences in the perception and attitude toward 
community pharmacists based on the participants’ demographics 
(using χ2 tests) and the association between the perception and at-
titude constructs (using Spearman correlation tests). Additionally, 
the principal component analysis was utilized to investigate princi-
pal components in the questionnaire section relating to partici-
pants’ experience with community pharmacists. The data from re-
sponses to the Likert scale items were coded into numbers from 1 
to 5 (1, totally disagree to 5, totally agree) and transformed when 
necessary (such as in the case of negative statements). The study 
assumed that 50% of the population would have a positive percep-
tion and attitude toward pharmacists in the community setting; 
based on that and with a 95% confidence level and 5% margin of 
error, the sample size was calculated to be 385. An α level of <0.05 
was used for statistical significance. The data from the question-
naire were coded, checked for accuracy, and then analyzed using 
SAS software, version 9.4 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA).

Results

A total of 387 participants completed the survey. The 
majority of the respondents were male (68.5%), of rela-
tively young age (18–35 years = 58.1%), and 56.8% of the 
respondents were employed. Approximately one-third of 
the respondents worked in the medical field and 29% 
worked in the field of education. The respondents’ demo-
graphics were summarized in Table 1.

Respondents’ Perceptions of Community Pharmacists
Responses to the 8 final questionnaire items concern-

ing public perception of community pharmacists were 

Table 1. Respondent’s demographic characteristics

Characteristic Frequency, %

Age, years
18–25 129 (33.3)
26–35 96 (24.8)
36–45 92 (23.8)
46–60 53 (13.7)
Older than 60 17 (4.4)

Gender
Male 265 (68.5)
Female 122 (31.5)

Nationality
Saudi 378 (97.7)
Non-Saudi 9 (2.3)

Marital status
Married 234 (60.5)
Single 153 (39.5)

Highest level of education
Less than high school 6 (1.6)
High school 79 (20.4)
Diploma 35 (9.0)
Bachelor degree 201 (51.9)
Master degree or higher 66 (17.1)

Education or occupational field
Health 122 (31.5)
Education 112 (28.9)
Military 29 (7.5)
Business or private sector 28 (7.2)
No previous experience or other 96 (24.8)

Average monthly income, SR
Less than 3,000 111 (28.7)

3,000–7,000 46 (11.9)
7,001–12,000 77 (19.9)

12,001–18,000 78 (20.2)
18,001–25,000 27 (7.0)
More than 25,000 48 (12.4)

Job status
Employed 220 (56.8)
Unemployed 122 (31.5)
Retired 45 (11.6)
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combined together and transformed into 1 cumulative 
variable. The participants who responded positively to 
most of these statements were considered to have an over-
all positive perception about community pharmacists, 
whereas the remaining participants were considered to 
have a neutral or negative perception of community phar-
macists.

The majority of the respondents (81.4%) had an over-
all positive perception of community pharmacists. The 
overall positive perception was consistently high across 
different age-groups, with the lowest being among the 

group over 60 years of age (70.6%). The overall positive 
perception was more common among female than male 
participants (89.3 vs. 77.7%, p < 0.01). Unemployed par-
ticipants had more favorable perceptions of community 
pharmacists than the employed and retired (p = 0.016). 
The overall positive perception was consistent among in-
dividuals working in different sectors, with the lowest 
positive perception rates found among the group work-
ing in the business or the private sector (71.4%). The re-
spondents’ perception of pharmacists in the community 
setting is summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Respondents’ perception and attitude toward community pharmacists based on demographic 
characteristics

Demographic Positive 
perception, %

p value Positive 
attitude, %

p value

Age, years
18–25 84.5

0.618

74.4

0.244
26–35 82.3 63.5
36–45 78.3 71.7
46–60 81.1 71.7

>60 70.6 52.9
Gender

Male 77.7 0.004* 67.2 0.097Female 89.3 75.4
Marital status

Married 81.6 0.886 68.8 0.609Single 81.1 71.2
Highest level of education

Less than high school 83.3

0.306

100

na
High school 82.3 75.9
Diploma 77.1 48.6
Bachelor degree 84.6 71.6
Master degree or higher 72.7 65.2

Educational or work field
Health 81.2

0.703

73.8

0.727
Education 83.0 70.5
Military 79.3 65.5
Business 71.4 64.3
No previous experience or other 83.3 66.7

Average monthly income, SR
Less than 3,000 89.2

0.068

75.7

0.484

3,000–7,000 87.0 69.6
7,001–12,000 74.0 62.3

12,001–18,000 79.5 70.5
18,001–25,000 74.1 63.0
More than 25,000 77.1 70.8

Job status
Employed 77.3

0.016
66.4

0.099Unemployed 89.3 77.1
Retired 80.0 66.7

na, not applicable. * p value < 0.05 is considered statistically significant.
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Respondents’ Attitude toward Community 
Pharmacists
Responses to the 6 final questionnaire items concern-

ing attitude were combined together and transformed 
into 1 cumulative variable. The participants who re-
sponded positively to most of these statements were con-
sidered to have an overall positive attitude toward phar-
macists, whereas the remaining participants were consid-
ered to have a neutral or negative attitude toward 
community pharmacists.

About two-thirds of the respondents (69.8%) had an 
overall positive attitude toward pharmacists working in 
community pharmacies in the KSA. The overall positive 
attitude was consistent across different age-groups, with 
the lowest positive attitude rate being among the group 
over 60 years of age (52.9%). The overall positive attitude 
was more common among female (75.4%) than male par-
ticipants (67.2%), but that did not reach the level of sig-
nificance. The respondents’ attitude toward pharmacists 
in the community setting is summarized in Table 2.

Relationship between Respondents’ Perception and 
Attitude toward Community Pharmacists
About 80% of respondents who had a positive percep-

tion of community pharmacists were found to also have 
a positive attitude toward community pharmacists. Con-
sequently, the study found a significant and positive rela-
tionship between perception and attitude toward com-
munity pharmacists. The correlation coefficient for the 
relationship between perception and attitude was r = 0.71, 
p < 0.01.

Community Pharmacists’ Practices from the Public 
Perspective
The third section in the questionnaire focused on the 

Saudi public’s satisfaction with the community pharma-
cists’ practices and the professional services they provid-
ed. The majority of the respondents recognized that com-
munity pharmacists were always available in community 
pharmacies when needed, treated their patients and visi-
tors appropriately, answered their medical-related ques-
tions in a clear and understandable way, and provided 
their patients with sufficient explanation on how to use 
their medications. They also agreed, to a lower extent, 
however, with the pharmacists being open to offering 
health-related consultation with patients without being 
asked, advising the patient about any drug-drug or drug-
food interaction, or educating patients about possible 
side effects that may occur with newly prescribed medica-
tions. Apart from these, the participants responded neu-
trally when asked if the community pharmacists usually 
enquired about their medical history and other medica-
tions they were currently using before dispensing any 
new medication, or about their medication regimen ad-
herence when they went to collect a refill. The data from 
responses to questionnaire items concerning respon-
dents’ satisfaction with community pharmacists’ practic-
es and their professional services are summarized in Ta-
ble 3.

In a further investigation using the principal compo-
nent analysis, 2 main components from 9 items in the 
third section of the questionnaire were identified. The 
first component included items 1, 2, 4, and 5, and these 

Table 3. Respondents’ satisfaction with community pharmacists’ practices and professional services

Questionnaire item Median 
(IQR)

1. Community pharmacists are always available to serve the community 4 (4–5)

2. The manner in which community pharmacists deal with patients and visitors is appropriate 4 (4–5)

3. Community pharmacists offer consultation without being asking for it 4 (3–4)

4. Community pharmacists answer my medical-related questions in a clear and understandable way 4 (4–4)

5. Community pharmacists provide me with sufficient explanation about the appropriate way to take the medications 4 (4–5)

6. Community pharmacists enquire about my medical history and the medications that I am currently using before 
dispensing any newly prescribed medications

3 (2–4)

7. Community pharmacists ask about my adherence to the medication regimen when I come for a refill 3 (2–4)

8. Community pharmacists warn me of any possible drug-drug or drug-food interactions 4 (2.5–4)

9. Community pharmacists advise me of the side effects that may occur with any newly prescribed medications 4 (3–4)
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items reflected pharmacists’ commitment and communi-
cation skills, with an overall median for these 4 items of 4 
and an interquartile range of 4–5. The second component 
included the remaining items (3, 6, 7, 8, and 9), and most 
of these items reflected the community pharmacists’ abil-
ity to provide pharmaceutical care services, with an over-
all median of 3 of 5 and an interquartile range of 2–4. All 
the items, along with their medians and interquartile 
ranges, are presented in Table 3.

Discussion

The present study aimed to assess the current percep-
tion and attitude from the public toward pharmacists in 
the community setting in the KSA. The study found the 
majority of the respondents to have a positive perception 
of community pharmacists and their role in the commu-
nity, with about two-thirds of respondents having a posi-
tive attitude toward them. Moreover, the study found a 
strong and positive relationship between the public’s per-
ception and attitude toward community pharmacists, but 
a positive attitude among the public was less frequently 
observed than a positive perception (69.8 vs. 81.4%).

The majority of the pharmacists in the KSA at the time 
of the study were expatriates (19,864 expatriate pharma-
cists in total), which represented 81.4% of all registered 
pharmacists in the KSA. The majority of these expatriate 
pharmacists were practicing in community pharmacies 
and pharmaceutical companies and represented 98.7% of 
all pharmacists working in community pharmacies and 
92.7% of all pharmacists in the pharmaceutical sector 
[12]. However, these numbers are expected to change in 
the next few years with the major transformation that the 
KSA is currently undergoing with the Saudi economic vi-
sion 2030. Therefore, the present study aimed to assess 
the current perception and attitude of the public toward 
community pharmacists with the aim of reassessing these 
measures in few years after we see the expected transfor-
mation in the pharmacy labor market in the KSA.

In general, the public’s behaviors are affected by their 
perception of people, objects, and issues; however, the pub-
lic’s behaviors may be mediated by their attitude toward 
these things. Therefore, not all perceptions are translated 
into behaviors, as suggested by Dijksterhuis and Bargh 
[13]. While the majority of the respondents in the present 
study had an overall positive perception and attitude to-
ward community pharmacists, they responded neutrally to 
the questionnaire item “I prefer speaking to a pharmacist 
before seeking a doctor’s consultation.” This describes how 

a positive perception and attitude from the public do not 
always translate into an overt behavior. Moreover, this 
finding is similar to that reported by Bawazir in another 
study that found pharmacists in the KSA to be the second-
ary source of information, after physicians [10].

Several studies have suggested the need to increase the 
knowledge and attitude toward medicines and pharma-
cists in the KSA [14, 15]. Moreover, other countries from 
the Gulf Cooperation Council and the Middle East had 
similar community pharmacist-related concerns. In Ku-
wait, the public had some negative perceptions concern-
ing community pharmacists [16], while in Lebanon, the 
public perception toward the community pharmacists 
still needs improvement [17]. Based on a recently pub-
lished systematic review investigating the public attitudes 
toward community pharmacy in Arabic-speaking coun-
ties [18], the public had a low level of awareness of ad-
vanced pharmaceutical services that can be provided by 
community pharmacists.

Although the current study found a high level of satis-
faction from the public with community pharmacists’ 
commitment and communication skills (4 of 5), the level 
of satisfaction with the skills relevant to pharmaceutical 
care services was not, however, deemed satisfactory (3 of 
5). This finding may reflect a low level of trust in commu-
nity pharmacists’ ability to provide such important clini-
cal services. In Kuwait, Awad et al. found that community 
pharmacists had some overall negative perceptions with 
slightly positive community pharmacy services [16], 
which might conclude that the public might not be ready 
to accept pharmaceutical care services provided by com-
munity pharmacists yet. As the whole healthcare system 
in the KSA undergoes transformation, the role of commu-
nity pharmacists is likely to increase significantly, raising 
the current level of satisfaction with and trust in the com-
munity pharmacists’ ability to provide such services. This 
is of crucial importance before expanding the roles of 
pharmacists in the community setting in the future.

The findings of the study regarding the positive atti-
tude toward community pharmacists are encouraging to 
further improve the pharmacy practice in the community 
pharmacy setting, to fulfill the major role that community 
pharmacies are expected to assume in the next era of the 
restructured healthcare system in the KSA. The practice 
in community pharmacy can be improved by expanding 
the space of permissible pharmaceutical care services in 
the community setting, which in turn will further improve 
the pharmacist’s interpersonal skills [19, 20]. This has al-
ready started in 2020 as the Ministry of Health has recent-
ly allowed pharmacists to provide more pharmaceutical 
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care services in this setting, but the cost for these services 
could be a challenge in the beginning. Moreover, the pos-
itive attitude toward community pharmacists could be re-
flected on patients’ adherence to their medication [21], 
and this can be assessed in future research. Besides, the 
relationship between community pharmacists and pa-
tients should be augmented as it could help identify and 
resolve medication-related problems and consequently 
improve the overall health system outcomes [22]. Com-
munity pharmacies, independently or in collaboration 
with the Ministry of Health, can invest in the positive re-
lationship through providing a hotline or video call ser-
vices to answer patients’ health-related questions, particu-
larly that the private consultation area is not always avail-
able in the community pharmacy setting and many 
health-related questions should be discussed in private. 
The impact of the new regulations that allow community 
pharmacies to provide more pharmaceutical care services 
on the public perception and attitude toward pharmacists 
in the community setting and the public acceptance to re-
ceive these services, either paid or as a complementary ser-
vice, should be investigated in future research.

This study should be interpreted in light of the follow-
ing limitations: data were collected from a convenience 
sample to investigate the current perception and attitude 
of the public toward community pharmacists; therefore, 
the findings may not be generalizable to the national level. 
Furthermore, the male-to-female ratio of participants 
(2.1:1) was not representative of the national gender distri-
bution in the population (1:1), and the male gender of the 
researcher may have contributed to this study’s limitation 
of male overrepresentation. Added to this, the distribution 
of the participants was skewed toward younger age-groups; 
therefore, the findings may not reflect the perception and 
attitude of older individuals. Likewise, the educational lev-
el of participants was skewed toward the highly educated 
from the overall population; thus, the findings should be 
interpreted in light of this limitation. However, the over-
representation of younger individuals in the study can be 
considered a strength as the young will witness and par-
ticipate in a growing capacity in the transformation of the 
KSA healthcare system currently taking place.

Conclusion

The KSA public’s current positive perception and at-
titude toward community pharmacists, along with the 
high level of satisfaction with community pharmacists’ 
commitment and communication, are encouraging. Thus, 

we can expect Saudi citizens to request and receive certain 
clinical services from community pharmacists such as 
medication therapy management, medication reconcilia-
tion, and management of chronic disease. However, the 
public’s current low level of satisfaction with community 
pharmacists’ ability to provide pharmaceutical care ser-
vices is a major challenge to their role in the community 
and should be further investigated and addressed before 
more roles are assumed by pharmacists moving forward. 
Finally, as part of the systemic transformation that is al-
ready underway, extra effort and resources will need to be 
put into improving the community pharmacists’ skills 
necessary for the new era of the Saudi health care.
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