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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
Histology professionals working in anatomic pathology

laboratories preparing , processing , analyzing , and performing

advanced testing on patient tissue specimens are a crucial

component of the medical diagnostic process . The accuracy ,

quality , timeliness , and reliability of the results depend on the

knowledge and skill of the trained histologist working in

conjunction with a pathologist to arrive at a definitive diagnosis

necessary for clinical decision-making and effective patient

treatment . 

A team-based approach to patient care is a key aspect of

personalized medicine . Despite the importance of the histology

professional as a part of the diagnostic medical team , vacancy

rates continue to remain higher than in other professions (BLS ,

2022). Decreasing student enrollment in histology programs ,

coupled with an aging workforce that will be retiring over the next

10 years , leads the National Society for Histotechnology to believe

that the growing workforce shortage of histology professionals has

reached a critical point and that failure to act will negatively

influence the quality of patient care that will be amplified by the

anticipated increased testing volumes from an aging population .



CURRENT HISTOLOGY
EMPLOYMENT DATA
While the exact number of histotechnology professionals

practicing is difficult to determine , the U .S . Bureau of Labor

Statistics (BLS) conservatively estimates 18 ,000 histologists

working in CMS histopathology laboratories across the United

States (BLS , 2020). Histology professionals are in great demand

within anatomic pathology laboratories , evidenced by the

regularly reported 8-9% vacancy rates (Garcia et al . , 2019).

Moreover , BLS estimates that the growth rate of clinical

laboratory professionals will be 11% from 2020 to 2030 . U .S

Department of Health and Human Services projects that the

Allied Health Workforce will need to grow by 19% to meet the

need by 2030 . 



TRAINING FOR A
CAREER IN
HISTOLOGY
Histology professionals enter the field primarily through a formal

training program and/or college degree , though a small number

do so through an on-the-job training program . The Federal

Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS), through the

Clinical Laboratory Improvement Amendments (CLIA), has

established a minimum level of training to perform different

types of laboratory testing and that all individuals must meet

these standards to practice , regardless of the training pathway .

Additionally , the American Society of Clinical Pathology (ASCP)

Board of Registry provides certifications for Histotechnicians (HT)

and Histotechnologists (HTL). Although certification is not a

requirement in most states , most histology professional

positions prefer or require certification , and most supervisors

and technicians are certified (Garcia et al . , 2019).

Like all sciences , the advent of new techniques , testing modalities ,

and technological advances provide robust diagnostic information

and inform physicians on treatment decisions to achieve better

outcomes . For example , histotechnology professionals perform

immunological and molecular predictive biomarker tests to

identify patients for targeted therapeutic treatments . A high level

of knowledge is required to perform this complex work , yet the

number of histotechnology education programs has not grown ,

and enrollment trends for existing programs are declining . 

Current data from the National Accrediting Agency for Clinical

Laboratory Sciences (NAACLS), the agency that certifies eligible

programs for the board of registry , shows a 13% decrease in

enrollment from 2017-2020 and a 28% decrease since 2020 .  

https://www.cms.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/clia/index.html
https://www.naacls.org/about.aspx


SHRINKING
WORKFORCE

It is not clear at this time how the COVID-19 pandemic may further impact

school enrollment numbers, but it is our opinion that there will be a more

significant decline as a result. This data strongly suggests that the
number of histotechnology graduates will not sustain the growing
testing volume or the field's attrition/vacancy rate.

remaining workforce had considered

leaving. In 2011 there were an

estimated six-hundred million

Anatomic Pathology tests, so it is

logical to surmise that as the boomer

population ages, testing volumes will

continue to increase. Taken together,

this data shows that the shortage of

histology professionals will only

worsen, which will affect patient care. 

 

Compounding the workforce

problem, many current working

professionals are nearing retirement,

with approximately 13% of the

workforce expected to retire within

the next 10 years (Garcia et al., 2019).

The COVID-19 pandemic put

additional stress on healthcare

workers. A recent survey by Morning

Consult reported that 18% of workers

had quit during the pandemic, 12%

were laid off, and 31% of the

https://morningconsult.com/2021/10/04/health-care-workers-series-part-2-workforce/


WHAT CAN WE DO?
NSH is committed to supporting the pipeline of well-educated, highly

trained histologists that will contribute to medical diagnostic teams and

provide high quality health care. NSH strongly supports activities at all

levels that reduce or remove barriers to the histology profession. We

believe that to stem the tide of the employment crisis we must endorse

efforts in the following key areas:

As the existing workforce retires and recent and future high school students

graduate, it is vital that the opportunity of a career in histology is known by

those seeking professional careers. Increasing outreach and recruitment at the

high school and middle school levels, including guidance professionals, should

be part of this effort. Moreover, all states offer Career and Technical Education

(CTE) opportunities for high school students. CTE programs allow students to

begin training even before they graduate. As such, histology should be part of

CTE offerings.

In addition, a more robust presence to promote the development of degree

specialization or training for junior faculty who are histology educators should

be pursued. This will increase the visibility of histology within academic

institutions and provide a strong histology education training workforce so that

programs do not disappear. 

Expand Presence in Formal Education



WHAT CAN WE DO?

Attracting new professionals to the field is extremely important to help solve the

employment crisis; however, retaining existing professionals is critical so that the

vacancy rate does not increase. To do so will require support for federal and

state legislative action that provides relief to medical laboratories and alleviates

workload pressures that causes practicing histologists to consider leaving the

profession. 

Supervisors and education specialists should encourage histology professionals

to participate in activities that help build the workforce by mentoring,

presenting technical knowledge in formal settings, and ad hoc teaching in the

workplace. 

Leaders in the laboratory should also promote and encourage awareness of the

histology field and the vital role of the histotechnologist as a part of the medical

diagnostic team. Histologists and pathologists should seek opinions and ask

questions together to reach the best patient outcomes.

Support Current Professionals

Facilitate Career Transitions 
Into Histology 

Making career transitions into histology more accessible for individuals working

in other relevant fields can help fill the employment gaps and is an integral

part of the solution to this crisis. As noted above, enrollment in existing higher

education programs is trending downward – so alternative education and

training opportunities are necessary. These alternatives should not impact an

individual's financial or professional wellbeing and should be accessible from

anywhere so that rural communities do not disproportionately suffer from the

vacancy gap. Training should still meet existing and future educational

standards set forth by CMS, CLIA, and other certifying and licensing agencies.

However, a career transition program should allow employers to leverage their

facilities to provide vital hands-on training. 
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