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Prospective study of the disadvantage of people from ethnic
minority groups applying to medical schools in the United

Kingdom

I C McManus, Peter Richards, S L Maitlis

Abstract

To assess whether the ethnic origin of applicants
affects their likelihood of being accepted into medical
school in the United Kingdom the outcome for the
2399 applicants who applied to read medicine at
university in 1986 and included St Mary’s Hospital
Medical School as one of their five choices was
studied prospectively. Altogether 2040 of the 2399
applicants were British (United Kingdom) nationals,
constituting 24-7% (n=8249) of all home applicants
for medicine in 1986, and 1971 of them with postal
addresses in the United Kingdom were sent question-
naires asking about their ethnic origin, whether
English was their first language, and about their
attitudes to ethnic monitoring. A total of 1817
(92-2%) applicants returned the questionnaire, 401
(22-6%) saying that they were from an ethnic minority
group and 393 (21-6%) having non-European
surnames. Multiple logistic regression identified 11
significant predictors of successful application, of
which grades at O and A level, application after A
levels, and date of application were the most impor-
tant. After taking these four variables into account
the predicted acceptance rates for home students on
the basis of their application forms alone were 47-8%
for white applicants and 35-6% for applicants from
ethnic minority groups compared with actual
acceptance rates of 49-6% and 27-3%, respectively.
The difference in success of white and non-white
applicants could partly but not entirely be explained
by differences in the characteristics considered to be
important in a professional context by selectors
during shortlisting of candidates: academic ability,
interests, and contribution to the community. No
differences in the success rate of applicants from
ethnic minority groups to individual medical schools
could be identified.

More research is needed to discover how percep-
tions of professional suitability are assessed from
application forms and interviews.

Introduction

Admission to medical school in the United Kingdom
is highly competitive, and medical students are among
the highest qualified of all university entrants. In
October 1986, 9972 people applied to British medical
schools: 8249 applicants were “home” candidates, of
whom 3841 (46-6%) were accepted.’

In a prospective study predicting success in a sample
of applicants to British medical schools for admission
in October 1981 we found that significant predictors of
success were higher average grades at O and A level,
greater numbers of O and A levels, early application
to the Universities Central Council on Admissions, and
having a medically qualified parent.’ In a supplement-

ary study we also found that applicants from ethnic
minority groups (assessed by taking a non-European
surname as an indicator of ethnic origin) were less
likely to be accepted, even after known predictors had
been taken into account, and that the difference could
be explained by the fact that applicants from ethnic
minority groups had lower assessments of interests or
less evidence of contribution to the community.*

The Race Relations Act 1976 makes discrimination
illegal on the basis of ethnic origin. In November 1986
the Commission for Racial Equality initiated a formal
investigation into the selection policy of one medical
school and concluded that the school had “directly
discriminated on racial grounds.”*

In September 1985 we started our second prospec-
tive study of the selection of medical students for
admission in October 1986 not only obtaining similar
information to that for the 1981 cohort bur also asking
candidates to describe their own ethnic origins. A
previous study that used indirect measures of ethnic
origin such as surname may have been inaccurate®
principally because applicants of West Indian descent
tvpically have European surnames.

We report the overall results of our audit of selection
for admission in October 1986, comparing our findings
with those of 1981 and paying particular attention to
the outcome of applications by candidates from ethnic
minority groups.

Methods

All applicants who as one of their five choices on the
application form had applied between 1 September and
15 December 1985 for admission to St Mary’s Hospital
Medical School and had a United Kingdom postal
address were included in the questionnaire survey.
Within a week or so of receipt of their application
candidates were sent a lengthy questionnaire asking,
among other things, about social and educational
background. Seven questions asked about ethnic
origin and place of birth of candidates and their
parents, whether English was the first language, and
the age at which it was first spoken, and about attitudes
to ethnic monitoring. Copies of the questionnaire are
available on request from ICM.

Applicants were informed that the questionnaire
was entirely for educational research and that its
contents were strictly confidential and would not be
available to people concerned with the selection itself.
A stamped return envelope was included with the
questionnaire. A second copy of the questionnaire was
sent if no reply was received within four weeks, and a
third copy if no reply had arrived in a further four
weeks,

The candidates were shortlisted by four people; an
extensive description of the structure of preselection

BMJ/130/89

COPYRIGHT @©

1989

All rights of reproduction of this reprint are regesv~ :- -



judgments and the reliability of shortlisting is given
elsewhere. ¥ Each candidate was rated on nine separate
scales, from which measures were derived of his or her
academic ability, interests, and contribution to the
community.

Additional information on candidates was obtained
from the application form. O and A level results were
summarised as the number of exams taken and the
mean grade obtained and were scored as five points for
an A grade, four for a B, three for a C, two for a D, one
for an E, and zero for an O or F grade. Exams that had
been resat were scored at the highest grade obtained
and counted only once in the overall number. A level
results for examinations taken after application were
linked with the other information.

Surnames of applicants were classified as European
or non-European by two people (ICM and DNJL, a
medical registrar with experience of working in the
Third World), with 96% agreement. A non-European
surname was defined as either person classifying the
surname as non-European.

The final destinations of candidates were obtained
from the Universities Central Council on Admissions,
as was information about conditional or unconditional
offers at each of the medical schools to which they had
applied.

Unless stated otherwise all variables are defined in
the same way as those described in our analysis of the
1981 cohort.”"

We used the statistical package for the social sciences
X (SPSS X)" for descriptive, univariate, and multi-
variate analyses and general linear interactive model-
ling" for multiple logistic regressions, which assessed
significance by backwards elimination from a saturated
main effects model. Missing values for variables
included in multivariate analyses were replaced by
population means. The log odds ratio for the effect of
each variable on selection was derived directly from
its coefficient in the logistic regression and the odds
ratio calculated by exponentiation.

Results

In total 2399 people, of whom 2040 were British
(Untted Kingdom) nationals, applied to the Universi-
ties Central Council on Admission for admission in
October 1986 and included St Mary’s Hospital Medical
School as one of their five choices. A total of 2209 of
these 2399 applicants who had applied to the council by
the official closing date of 15 December 1985 and had
postal addresses in the United Kingdom were included
in the questionnaire survey. They included 1971
British nationals who were sent a questionnaire; 1837
(93-2%) of them returned the questionnaire, all but 20
answering the question on ethnic origin.

Of the 2040 British nationals (including late appli-
cants), 1198 (58:7%) received at least one offer from a
medical school and 871 (42:7%) received confirmed
offers for admission in October 1986, having fulfilled
all requirements for entry.

Analyses in this paper are confined to British
nationals alone and “offer” or “acceptance” refers to
any medical school, not only to St Mary’s Hospital
Medical School, although all applicants surveyed had
included St Mary’s as one of their five choices.

ETHNIC ORIGINS

Altogether 411(22-:6%) of the 1817 United Kingdom
nationals answering the question on ethnic origin
described themselves as coming from an ethnic
minority. A total of 393 (21:6%) of the 1817 British
nationals had non-European surnames, compared with
50 (32-5%) of the 154 British nationals who did not
return the questionnaire or describe their ethnic origin,
a significant difference (y'=9-57, df=1, p<0-01).
Applicants from ethnic minority groups had lower
rates of offers and acceptances; they also had lower
grades at O and A level and had applied later (table I).
The proportion of candidates who eventually obtained
A level grades equivalent 1o BCC, the lowest grades at
which a candidate has a realistic chance of acceptance
at a British medical school, differed substantially
between ethnic groups (table I).

PREDICTION OF SUCCESS

Table I shows simple descriptive statistics for
variables studied in 1981 and 1986 in the 2040 British
nationals. Self classified ethnic origin was not available
in 1981 and therefore to allow direct comparison table
Il also gives classification by surname. Entrants in 1986
were more likely to be women, less likely to come from
a medical family, less likely to be mature students,
more than twice as likely to have a non-European
surname, and less likely to come from social class I
(47-5%, 35:1%, 13:3%, and 4:1% coming from social
classes I, II, I1I, and IV and V, compared with 54-3%,
32:6%, 11-1%, and 2-0% in 1981). Entrants in 1986
had also taken more O levels, were more likely to have
taken A level mathematics, were less likely to have
applied after A level or to have applied previously, and
had ranked their choices more —that is had bracketed
their choices less—on their application forms. In 1986
physics was taken by only 70% of entrants compared
with 90% in 1981.

Multiple logistic regression with general linear
interactive modelling* was used to predict entry to any
medical school in the United Kingdom for the 2040
British nationals in relation to 24 demographic vari-
ables that had been considered in 1981. Backwards
elimination of variables means that variables are
significant after accounting for others occcurring
earlier in the prediction equation. Table II shows the
order of significance of variables in the equation, as
well as the mean and standard deviation (or percent-
age) of accepted and rejected candidates on each
variable and a univariate comparison of these statistics.

Eleven variables significantly predicted acceptance
in 1986. Seven variables (mean grade and number of O
and A levels taken, date of application, being from a
medical family, and having a non-European surname

TABLE 1 —Self described ethnic origin and success of applicants 1o medical school in 1986. Data from 1981 cohort classified according 10 surname are shown for comparison

% {Nu, with Dacof % (No,
Mean grade Alevel apphcation applying Predicted % (Nuy
Noof grade +days after aftee A % Nu, % (Nuy with
applicants Olevel A level z33 i Septy leved accepted aoeepted ollee(s)
Ethme ongin « [9¥46)
White European 1406 +1 34 52:4:736, 46 27-01 380 478672, 49-6.1697 68-4(962)
Non-white European 41 37 31 4230174 53 22:1191, 356146y 27-34112, 35-5 (146,
Far Easiern i) +1 3-8 60-0:20, 41 883, 551119, H s, 52918
Othert 28 +0 35 50-0¢14, 52 32-119) 45-6(13) 324y 3219
Arab and Middle Eastern 17 38 32 50049, 54 29415, 45-118) 3536y 17:6(3)
Astan 301 37 31 4071123 5 200963) 3344101, 25-2(76) 35-21106)
Alncan 21 36 27 3006, (24 X108, 27016) 23:K15 3418y
Caribbean 10 33 2-0 ) 69 3003, 12:2:1 19-001, 20012)
Surname i 1981
European 1052 +1 3 434457, 53 359378, 42-4 0446
Non-European 132 39 29 38-3:51) 57 41:7:55; 311041

*Equivaient 10 BCC grades at A level based on three A Jevels.

tHacludes mixed parcntage.



TABLE U1 — T'wenty four variables ranked in order of importance for predicting successful application to medical school and relative likelthood of acceptance in 1981 and 1986 cohorts.
Values are means (SD) unless stated otherwise

1946 1981 1946

Order Odds raso of
of Entranms Rejects Entranis v Entranis Rejeets s rutio of Significy 95% Confidence in
<ntry Variabk: {n 8§71 (n-1168) rejects (p value) (n- 447 in 697; woeprance (pvaluc) imerval 1981

1 A kevel grmde obiancd 42407, 2:6(1-0) <0001 +0i0-7, PR R 9-3 Per mean grade <0-001 77Twii-3 82
2 O level grade obtained 4305 370:7) =001 43405 LR ATV 3-S Per mcan grade < Q001 261 45 22

3 Apphicatmn atter A fevel (%) -2 254 <008 Y0 4y 26 <0001 P9 34 -2
+ Date of apphicaiion o UCCA (davs afier | Sepyy H:6(21°5) 6290329, <000l 45-3121-6) 6171253 16 Per 28 days carlicr -0-001 o 19 -4

5 From an cthaie minoruy (%)% 138 297 <0001 2-7 It pot lrom minority ~0-008 190 3%

Nor-European surname (%) 141 294 LR 131

6 No ot medicat scchools on UCCA form +95(0-24; 4-K5(0-45) <=0-001 4971020 940 35, 21 Per muedical schinl <0001 4w 32 13

7 Mature appliant (%) 64 15-% 001 83 193 2-2 1t not mature applicant -70-008 14w 36 24

8 Naoof A levels taken 32105 31405, <0001 3-210°5, 3105 14 Per Adevel =005 The 1% 1-8
9 Use uf bracketing on UCCA form 4-6(0-8) 450109, <005 42001y 20013 2:1 Fur all first equal v ranked <08 1w 40 10
[ No ot O levels iaken 9920y 91(2:6) <0-001 93i2:2 K21%:2) Bt Per Olevel <0-05 16 1°2 12
1 From a medical family (%) 169 151 NS 199 151 15 <005 Il 22 17
12 Previous upplicanon 145 0 <005 206 2004 16 If no previous application NS 13
13 Female applscan (%) 457 459 NS 402 ‘387 I NS i1
14 No from sixth form to univensity cuch year 66-9(48-2) 62-2(55-4; NS 5711365 5391349, 9 Per 10 pupils NS -0
5 “Tinal No of choices un UCCA torm +990-10) +98(0-17, <01 496035, 4984013, 0:7 Per chuice NS (8]
6 No ol Lomdon schoots on UCCA tlorm 32014y 3501-3) <0-001 356103 3Rty 1-0 Per school Ns 10
17 Private secior cducation (%) S4-2 41 <0-001 S1-1 H9 PO private seuner NS 07
1% Biology A level taken (%) 752 7Y NS 744 810 1o N> 1-2
19 Mathematios A level taken (% 602 50'5 <0-001 437 360 i) NS 08
20 Registrar general's socral class 1'Ke6-9¢ 200400 <0001 17008 BHi0K) 1-0 Per class lower NS 10
21 Oxtord or Cambridge chosen % 201 35 <00 203 33 Lo NS i6
2 Nevin sixth torm 2581224 266 (363 NS 2280154, 222142, 1-0 Per 100 pupily NS 09
23 From north of Britain %) 156 139 NS i56 139 e NS 13
24 % Of sixth lorm to university 29-3:116°74 264 (16°9; <¢-001 26:5¢11°8, 2561126 1-0 Per 10% N 1o

UCCA - Universities Central Councal on Admissions,
*Not avatable tor 1981 cohont

FIG | — Percentage of white and
non-white applicants accepted by

any medical school in 1986

according to mean A level grade

achieved
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or being from an ethnic minority group) were signifi-
cant in both the 1981 cohort and the 1986 cohort. Four
variables were significant predictors of acceptance in
1986 but not in 1981: applying after taking A levels,
putting more medical schools on the application form,
not being a mature applicant (over 21 on 30 September
1986), and bracketing choices on the application form.
All except bracketing the choices of medical school or
university showed trends towards significance in the
1981 cohort. Three variables (grade at O level, apply-
ing after A levels, and use of bracketing) were more
important for selection in 1986 than in 1981.

Figure 1 shows that applicants from ethnic minority
groups are less likely to be accepted than white
applicants at all grades of A level achievement.
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Table I shows for each of the ethnic groups the
predicted proportion that would be accepted, given the
overall differences in the grades at A level, the date of
application, and the proportions that apply after A
levels. Nearly 36% of non-white applicants were
predicted to be accepted compared with an actual value
of 27-3%. The proportional difference was similar in all
ethnic subgroups.

ROLE OF SHORTLISTING VARIABLES

In the 1981 survey the relative disadvantage of
ethnic minority applicants was rendered non-signifi-
cant after taking into account the shortlister’s assess-
ments of academic ability, interests, and contribution
to the community.' A similar analysis for the 1986
cohort considered the additional predictive effect of
the three shortlisting assessments in addition to grades
at O and A levels, date of application, and application
after A levels. This reduced the odds ratio for the
disadvantage of applicants from ethnic minority
groups from 2-67 to 2-11 (95% confidence interval 1-44
to 3:07), which is sull significant (p<0:001). The
relative disadvantage of minority candidates cannot
therefore be explained entirely in terms of non-
academic aspects of the application form.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN INDIVIDUAL MEDICAL SCHOOLS

We investigated the extent to which medical schools
differ towards applicants from ethnic minorities by
taking schools in turn, considering the fate of the
applicants to St Mary’s who had also applied to each
particular medical school, and observing whether an
offer was made by the school. We assessed the fole of
ethnic origin after taking into account those predictors
of greater importance in the overall analysis—that is,
mean A level grade, mean O level grade, date of
application, and application after A levels, as well as
the position that the school had been placed on the
application form. Figure 2 shows the odds ratio for the
disadvantage of applicants from ethnic minorities in
obtaining offers at each medical school. The confi-
dence intervals are 100 wide to make useful inferences
about the role of ethnic group in selection at individual
schools. ’

Discussion

In autumn 1985 St Mary’s Hospital Medical School
received applications from 24:7% of all home candi-
dates who applied to the Universities Central Council
on Admissions to study medicine; these people in-
cluded 22:7% of all home students subsequently
admitted to a medical school in the United Kingdom to
study medicine.

Our 1986 audit of the selection of medical students
confirmed the role of the seven variables found to
be significant predictors in 1981. In addition, we found
four additional predictors of success, one of which, the
use of bracketing of choices on the application form,
will not be a future predictor as the Universities



FIG 2—QOdds ratios for relative
Ascrd: g Of' Asd, from
ethnic minority groups when
compared with equivalently
qualified white candidates at 27
British medical schools (ignoring
three schools, in Scotland or
Northern Ireland, whick had too
few applicants in our sample to
allow any reasonable estimate of
likelihood). Error bars indicate
95% confidence intervals for
estimates

TABLE 111—Comparison of ethnic origins of medical school applicants and acceptances with proportions of ethnic groups in gemeral

population
No (%) of students
No (%) of applicants Estimated Yo of Estimated % Estimated % in admitted to
in 198¢ United Kingdom in each group with population taking medical school
Ethnic origin (n=181)) population under 16* =5 CSE1 or O levelst A levelst (n=809)
White European 1406 779 92-5 10-4 A6 697 (86-2)
Non-white European 411 (22+°6) 75 9-2 9-4 112(13-8)
Far Eastern 3419 03 16:5 o5 15 (1-9)
Other§ 28 ('S 1-3 17-3 2-1 9 (1I-1)
Arab and Middie Eastern 17 (0-9 02 56 01 6 (0:7)
Asian 301(16°6) 4-2 14-8 59 76 (9-4)
African 21 (1'D) 0-3 1222 0-3 5 (0-6)
Caribbean 10 (0-6) 1-3 46 05 1 (0-1)

CSEl=Certificates of secondary cducation grade 1.

*Proportion of each ethnic group in population of United Kingdom from average data from labout force survevs, 1984-6, based on population under 16" as
ethnic minority populations are growing more quickly than non-minority populations.” )
tPercentage of children from ditferent ethnic groups in Inner London Education Authority whe gainced five or more O levels or certificates of secondary

education grade 1 in 1985 and 1986."*

tTaken from estimated percentage of population in United Kingdom under 16 and estimated percentage in cach group with five or more O levels or
certificates of secondary education grade 1 to give proportions of group in population eligible to sit A level examinations (and hence potentially eligible to

apply 10 medical school).
§Includes mixed parentage.

Central Council on Admissions has since discontinued
rank ordering of choices, partly because it confers an
unfair advantage to some applicants."

The most important findings of this study concern
the disadvantage of applicants from ethnic minority
groups, even after taking into account differences in
achievement at O and A level, the date of application,
and application after A levels. In 1981 these differences
could be explained in terms of differences in non-
academic factors perceived by shortlisters from the
application form; in 1986 that was not entirely the case.
Also by 1986 the proportion of candidates with non-
European surnames had doubled since 1981, rising
from 11-2% 10 22-9%.

Our data are not conclusive evidence of discrimina-
tion by medical schools against non-white applicants.
Medical students are selected on grounds broader than
merely academic, and there is increasing public and
professional pressure that this should be so. They are
being admitted to a humane, caring profession: other
criteria such as interest, initiative, enthusiasm, and an
ability both to communicate and to empathise are also
being assessed not only from the application form but
in many cases also from interviews with applicants.
Such measures might differ systematically among
ethnic groups (and further analyses of questionnaires
completed by applicants suggest that applicants from
ethnic minority groups do indeed differ in many ways
from others); although such differences might explain
the differences we have observed, it could only be
proved by a more extensive study.

People from ethnic minority groups form a higher
proportion of medical school applicants than in the
population overall (table III). Another study also
showed that university entrants whose ethnic origin
was South Asian were particularly likely to study
medicine, science, and engineering." Table III addi-
tionally shows that the proportions of students ad-
mitted to medical school are closer to the proportion in
the general population, except for a conspicuous deficit
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of Caribbean entrants. In reporting these data we are
aware that our “Asian’ category is itself heterogeneous
and that it has been found that many more students of
East African and Indian origin enter university com-
pared with those of Pakistani or Bangladeshi origin."
Although applicants for medicine include a com-
parative excess of students from ethnic minority
groups, the Race Relations Act 1976 does not allow
positive or negative discrimination on the grounds that
groups are over represented or underrepresented: each
applicant should be considered on his or her own
merits. Much more information is needed about how
appropriate merits for entry to different professions are
judged.
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