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ASCP Vacancy Survey Reveals Pay, Education and Retirement as Laboratory Staffing Challenges

Study points to certification as advancement tool

CHICAGO – April 4, 2011 – According to the American Society for Clinical Pathology’s 2011 Vacancy Survey of U.S. Clinical Laboratories, blood banking and transfusion medicine laboratories are experiencing the highest overall vacancy rate at more than 11 percent.  Histology departments also struggle with staffing, with a reported vacancy rate of almost 10 percent. 
Published in the April issue of LabMedicine, the study estimated the rate of shortage for individual laboratory departments. Responses were received from more than 1,719 laboratory staff and supervisors.
Along with vacancy data, the study shows significant findings regarding certification.  More than 98 percent of microbiology supervisors are certified, and more than 97 percent of supervisors in the chemistry laboratory are certified. The majority of hiring managers who participated in the survey prefer certified individuals for supervisory positions. 
According to the report, individuals may find that certification increases the likelihood of advancing into managerial or supervisory roles. This trend is reflected in other areas as well:  98 percent of supervisors in the cytology department are certified; 93 percent are certified in hematology; and 98 percent are certified in immunology. 
Medical laboratory departments face many issues when it comes to staffing.  For example, more than 20 percent of histology and blood banking labs across the country take more than one year to fill supervisor vacancies. While night shifts were reported as difficult to fill, filling day shift positions is a problem for immunology and phlebotomy departments.   Overall, cytology and immunology have the lowest vacancy rates at 5.14 percent and 5.56 percent, respectively. 

According to the survey, the majority of laboratories across the nation report that “better pay and/or benefits at other area laboratories” and “lack of necessary education and skills to perform the work” as the primary reasons for hiring and recruiting issues. 

Adding to the staffing challenge is retirement of baby boomers from all departments. Immunology, histology, and chemistry will be the hardest hit by these retirements in the next five years. Of those surveyed, almost 18 percent of those in immunology departments, 15.3 percent in histology, and 15.1 percent in chemistry are set to retire in this time frame. The report states that unfamiliarity with the profession due to lack of visibility and the closure of laboratory science programs has been a contributing factor to the workforce shortage. Also, laboratory medicine is a rapidly evolving field and advances in genomics and automation are redefining the necessary skills for success. 
“The laboratory workforce shortage has many dimensions,” said M. Sue Zaleski, MA, HT(ASCP)SCT, incoming chair of the ASCP Council for Laboratory Professionals.  “Understanding the reasons for it will be essential in planning a systematic strategy to address the issues at hand.  Laboratory organizations, government agencies, clinicians and many other stakeholders need to coordinate to formulate a long-term solution.” 

For the full report, visit www.ascp.org/2011Vacancy.
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