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THE WORKFORCE GAP NO ONE IS NAMING CORRECTLY

Artificial intelligence is transforming healthcare at an unprecedented pace. Across the 
world, hospitals are investing in digital infrastructure, intelligent systems, and data-driven 
decision-making to improve outcomes, enhance efficiency, and build more sustainable health 
systems. Yet amid this transformation, one fundamental question remains largely overlooked: 
are we investing with the same determination in the people who will ultimately determine 
whether these technologies succeed?

Over the past few years, I have sat across the table from hospital directors across the Arab 
world, and I have noticed something that no digital readiness survey captures. The most anxious 
leaders are not those whose hospitals lack technology. They are those whose hospitals have 
adopted technology faster than their people could absorb it. They invested in systems, but not 
always with the same urgency in the people who would ultimately make those systems 
meaningful.

That observation is what inspired this article. My concern is not artificial intelligence itself, but 
what we risk losing if we pursue technological advancement without giving equal attention to 
the human values that define healthcare.

The question that concerns me most is not whether our hospitals are ready for artificial 
intelligence, but whether the people inside them are prepared to preserve compassion, 
judgment, and trust while working alongside increasingly intelligent systems.

For years, we have measured hospital readiness through infrastructure, equipment, 
accreditation, digital systems, and connectivity. These investments are essential and will 
continue to shape the future of healthcare. Yet the single most decisive factor in whether an 
intelligent health system succeeds is not found in a server room or a software platform. It is 
found at the patient's bedside, where clinicians exercise professional judgment, navigate ethical 
complexity, and deliver the compassion that technology can support but never replace.

When health leaders speak of workforce gaps in the digital age, the conversation almost 
always begins with the same priorities: we need more coders, more data scientists, more digital 
health specialists, and more AI expertise. These capabilities are undeniably important. Yet 
focusing exclusively on technical skills risks overlooking a far more fundamental challenge, one 
that will ultimately determine whether intelligent health systems succeed or fail.

The deeper gap is not technical. It is human.

The real challenge lies in the moments where technology meets human judgment. Every day, 
clinicians, nurses, and healthcare leaders must interpret AI-generated insights, balance them 
against clinical expertise, communicate uncertainty with compassion, and preserve the trust 
that defines the therapeutic relationship. These are not technical competencies. They are 
profoundly human capabilities that require ethical reasoning, sound judgment, emotional 
intelligence, and leadership, qualities that no algorithm can replace and no digital literacy course 
alone can develop.
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There is something the global conversation on digital health consistently overlooks, and it is 
something the Arab world carries as both heritage and competitive advantage.

Care in our region has never been a transaction between a clinician and a patient. It has been a 
covenant between a provider, a patient, a family, and a community. The Arab healthcare 
experience is relational at its core. It is built on trust that extends beyond the individual to the 
network of people who surround them. It is sensitive to culture, to language, to faith, to dignity 
in ways that no algorithm can be programmed to respect without human guidance.

This is not a sentimental observation. It is a strategic one. As health systems around the world 
accelerate the adoption of artificial intelligence, they are increasingly confronted with the same 
challenge: how to preserve the human connection in an increasingly digital environment. Here, 
the Arab world has an opportunity to lead a different conversation—not simply about making 
healthcare faster, cheaper, or more efficient, but about making intelligent health systems more 
human.
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THE ARAB TRADITION OF CARE IS A STRATEGIC ASSET

WHAT THE ARAB HOSPITAL TELLS US

Through the Arab Hospitals Federation's Gold Initiative, we have had the privilege of 
evaluating hundreds of hospitals across the Arab world against eight dimensions of institutional 
excellence, with Patient-Centered Care serving as one of the most revealing indicators of 
institutional maturity. Year after year, the findings point to the same conclusion.

The hospitals that excel in digital transformation do not necessarily excel in patient experience. 
Technological sophistication alone does not guarantee compassionate care. An institution may 
operate one of the region's most advanced electronic health record systems and still leave 
patients feeling unheard, rushed, or disconnected. Conversely, some of the most 
patient-centered hospitals we have assessed are those where leadership has intentionally 
cultivated a culture in which technology strengthens human relationships rather than replaces 
them. In these organizations, digital innovation becomes an enabler of trust, empathy, and 
better clinical decision-making—not an end in itself.

What the Arab hospital teaches us is that technology alone does not transform healthcare. 
Culture does. Leadership does. People do. The true measure of an intelligent health system is 
not the sophistication of its digital infrastructure, but its ability to preserve trust, compassion, 
and human connection while embracing innovation.

This is the lesson Arab health systems must internalize before the next wave of AI deployment 
arrives: intelligent systems do not create human cultures. Human leaders do.

This is precisely the gap the Arab Hospitals Federation is working to close through the Arab AI 
and Cybersecurity Centre and our ongoing scoping review with WHO EMRO on AI and digital 
technologies in hospitals. These initiatives reflect our conviction that the region does not need 
to import a workforce model developed elsewhere. Instead, we must build our own—grounded 
in evidence, responsive to our regional realities, and guided by our shared vision of what 
intelligent, patient-centered care should mean.



A DIRECT MESSAGE TO THOSE WHO LEAD OUR HEALTH SYSTEMS

To the hospitals and health institutions that are part of this federation, I want to say something 
directly: the race to digitize is real, and it is right. But the race to remain human is more urgent, 
and it will define your institutional legacy far more than any technology you adopt.

Your greatest asset is not your technology. It is your people: the professionals who remain at a 
patient's side when the diagnosis is difficult, who recognize what an algorithm may overlook, 
and who build trust in communities where trust cannot be taken for granted. Invest in them. 
Protect the culture that enables them to thrive. Create the conditions that allow them to bring 
not only their technical expertise, but also their judgment, compassion, and humanity to every 
patient encounter.

You do not need to begin this journey from scratch. If your institution has participated in the 
Arab Hospitals Federation's Gold Initiative, your results across the Patient-Centered Care and 
Workforce dimensions already reveal where the gap between digital ambition and human 
readiness exists. Use that evidence. It is not simply a certificate to display; it is a leadership tool 
designed to guide meaningful institutional change.
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THREE SHIFTS THAT CANNOT WAIT

If Arab hospitals are to build workforces that keep care human in the age of intelligent 
systems, three fundamental shifts must happen now.

The first is redefining competency. The Arab health workforce of the next decade must be 
evaluated not only on clinical expertise and digital literacy, but also on the ability to exercise 
sound judgment under uncertainty, navigate ethical complexity, and communicate with 
empathy when technological recommendations and human realities do not fully align. These are 
not innate qualities; they are competencies that can and must be intentionally developed. The 
first step is to recognize their value, and the second is to embed them into education, 
professional development, and leadership training.

The second is redesigning roles. Artificial intelligence will not replace the healthcare 
workforce—it will reshape it. While some routine tasks will become automated, new 
responsibilities will emerge at the intersection of technology and trust. Healthcare 
professionals will increasingly be expected to interpret AI-generated insights, explain complex 
information to patients and families, advocate for ethical decision-making, and ensure that 
technology enhances rather than weakens the therapeutic relationship. Arab health ministries, 
educational institutions, and hospital leaders must begin defining and preparing for these 
emerging roles today, rather than waiting for technology to outpace workforce readiness.

The third is protecting the therapeutic relationship as an institutional strategy. The relationship 
between a clinician and a patient is not a soft add-on to healthcare delivery; it is the foundation 
upon which trust, adherence, recovery, and better outcomes are built. Every time a health 
system automates a touchpoint without considering what may be lost in that interaction, it risks 
weakening a relationship that has taken years to establish. Intelligent health system design must 
therefore begin with one essential question: what must always remain human, and why?



THE PATIENT AT THE CENTER OF THE WORKFORCE EQUATION

Behind every ministry framework, every workforce strategy, and every hospital policy is 
one person this entire transformation exists to serve: the patient.

Yet there is one voice that remains remarkably absent from the global conversation on health 
workforce transformation—the patient's.

Too often, workforce readiness is discussed as an institutional challenge, a matter for employers, 
ministries, universities, and healthcare professionals. While all of these stakeholders are 
essential, they are not the ultimate measure of success. The patient is. Every investment we 
make in workforce development should ultimately be reflected in a safer experience, stronger 
therapeutic relationships, and better health outcomes.

A health system that invests in digital transformation without investing equally in the human 
capacity to translate that transformation into compassionate, patient-centered care has not 
truly transformed. It has simply changed its tools.

The informed, engaged, and empowered patient is not a passive recipient of intelligent care. In a 
truly intelligent health system, patients are partners in their own care journey. They understand 
the information generated about them, ask informed questions, participate in shared 
decision-making, and make meaningful choices about their health. Building this kind of 
partnership is as much a workforce challenge as preparing the clinicians, nurses, managers, and 
leaders who serve them.

Ultimately, this commitment is not a feature of technology. It is a leadership choice—made every 
day, in every institution, across every one of our twenty-two Arab countries.

The future of healthcare in our region will not be defined by how intelligently our systems 
operate, but by how faithfully they preserve the humanity at the heart of care.

I ask one practical commitment of every healthcare leader. In the coming months, bring your 
leadership team together for one honest conversation about human capital not about staffing 
numbers or training hours, but about the quality of judgment, compassion, resilience, and ethical 
leadership you are cultivating across your workforce. Ask yourselves a simple but fundamental 
question: Are our people prepared not only to work with intelligent technologies, but to 
preserve the human values that define exceptional care? Make that question as visible within 
your organization as your digital transformation strategy.

And to the ministries shaping the policy environment in which our hospitals operate, my 
message is equally direct. Workforce transformation cannot remain the responsibility of 
individual institutions alone. It requires national strategies that recognize emerging healthcare 
roles, invest in human capital with the same determination devoted to digital infrastructure, and 
measure health system readiness not only by technology adoption, but also by the judgment, 
trust, compassion, and leadership that sustain high-quality care. The countries that build these 
foundations first will lead the next generation of healthcare not because they adopted artificial 
intelligence first, but because they invested in their people first.


