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1  |  CLINIC AL AC ADEMIC S IN DENTISTRY

A clinical academic is a healthcare professional who in addition to 
their clinical role, undertakes academic research. For many, the 
combination of a dual career, encompassing clinical and academic 
activities is challenging, but rewarding.1 These roles are mutually 
beneficial; on the one hand enhancing evidence based clinical care 
through increased knowledge mobilisation,2 whilst on the other 
hand, advising and advocating for clinically relevant research that 
matters to patients.

Dental academia has struggled for years to recruit and retain 
new clinical academics. There are vacant academic posts in all dental 
specialities in the United Kingdom. This was investigated in the early 
2000's and again in 2021 with similar findings.3,4 Underlying factors 

include fears that additional work pressures could compromise clin-
ical care; absence of academic career pathways; lack of geographic 
mobility and lack of supported structured positions with ongoing 
training.4

A growing area of concern about the dental academic workforce 
is the lack of ethnic diversity, particularly within higher academic po-
sitions.5- 7 Debate in the literature has been stimulated by a survey 
in 2018 by the United Kingdom Dental Schools Council.8 This found 
that 72% of dental academics in the United Kingdom identified as 
White, and 25% as belonging to an ethnic minority group other than 
white. This ethnic disparity increased with level of academic senior-
ity. At Senior Lecturer level, 82% of respondents identified as White, 
and 16% as another ethnic group, whereas at Professor level, 91% 
identified as White, and 8.5% as another ethnic group (see Table 1).
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Abstract
Careers in academic dentistry are failing to attract a new generation of academics to 
steer dental education and research. Dental academia is further limited by inadequa-
cies in levels of ethnic diversity. There is a stark contrast between the diversity of 
graduates entering the dental profession and those in academic positions, especially 
in senior ranks. Dentistry is not the only field in academia, which lacks representation 
and lessons may be drawn from other faculties. This paper focuses on what is known 
about dental academia in the United Kingdom, where there are formal research train-
ing pathways. There is an emerging recognition of the requirement for action, and it is 
hoped this will stimulate debate and impetus for research across Europe. The termi-
nology used throughout this piece follows the United Kingdom Cabinet Office recom-
mendations for writing about ethnicity (Writing about ethnicity, 2021; https://www.
ethni city- facts - figur es.servi ce.gov.uk/style - guide/ writi ng- about - ethni city). Where 
cited sources have employed less acceptable terms (Please don't call me BAME or 
BME!: Civil service, 2019; https://civil servi ce.blog.gov.uk/2019/07/08/pleas e- dont- 
call- me- bame- or- bme/), these have been changed.
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The survey, although illuminating, presents aggregated data in 
which all ethnic groups other than white are combined within a sin-
gle category. This conceals where important differences may exist 
between groups of distinctly different ethnicities.9 This undermines 
our understanding of where biases may be present and impedes 
strategic endeavours to address inequalities.5 Future iterations of 
this survey can improve this aspect of the data collection.

The prominent pipeline analogy is used to describe how aca-
demics advance along their careers from dental student through the 
ranks of academia and to identify areas of blockage.5 Whilst there 
are clearly inequalities across the academic grades, these are not 
visible earlier in the pipeline. The proportion of United Kingdom 
dental students from ethnic minority backgrounds other than white 
has increased from 46% in 2011 to 59% in 2020.10 This is a higher 
level of ethnic diversity than the national population in the United 
Kingdom.7 This diversity within the dental student population will 
eventually filter through to the workforce, which in 2020 was com-
prised of individuals from 51% White and 33% ethnic minority back-
grounds.11 Whilst there is adequate representation of diversity in 
dental schools and in the early workforce pipeline, why is there still 
a stark underrepresentation of ethnic diversity in dental academia?

A survey in 2017 of United Kingdom dental students12 found no 
lack of motivation to progress to an academic career. Indeed, the 
analysis detected a slightly higher level of motivation to pursue such 
a career amongst ethnically diverse respondents than in their white 
British counterparts. In the absence of similar studies, we cannot 
rely on the generalisability of these findings. Nonetheless, we need 
to ask, when and how are dental academic career pathways failing to 
realise such aspirations?

2  |  AC ADEMIC C AREERS PATHWAYS IN 
DENTISTRY

Academic career pathways were established by the National 
Institute for Health Research (NIHR) in 2006, but concerns remain 
that these are not structured or visible enough.13 It is unclear if 
awareness of the academic training pathways in dentistry is a barrier 

to all potential applicants or just to specific ethnic groups. Black 
dental students in the United Kingdom have expressed a lack of 
awareness and understanding of academic careers in dentistry. This 
has been attributed to lack of role modelling, the complexity of the 
pathways, and a curriculum which is focused on clinical specialities.6

Further along the pipeline, dental clinical academic trainees have 
responded positively about the NIHR pathway and been willing to 
recommend such an academic training post.14 They were positive 
about the training provided, protected time for research and ex-
pressed a general intention to be involved in academia in the future. 
However, this study did not report the ethnic background of the re-
spondents. We, therefore, do not know if levels of satisfaction with 
the training pathway or if intentions to remain in academia differ 
according to ethnicity.

3  |  RESE ARCH INTO THE BARRIERS TO 
AC ADEMIC C AREERS IN DENTISTRY

There may be hidden barriers that affect different groups at differ-
ent junctures along with the academic pipeline.5 The identification 
of barriers and facilitators to academic careers can help to explain 
the observed inequalities in the workforce data and to inform inter-
ventions to redress the balance. A call for research into the barriers 
to progressing in dentistry was made already by Neville in 201815 
and yet our knowledge is still lacking. Qualitative research studies 
rather than purely quantitative workforce analysis16 would allow us 
to explore the barriers to an academic career in dentistry and could 
help us understand the perspectives of people from all ethnic back-
grounds. We need to understand the challenges, and how they were 
overcome, by those who have been successful in developing a clini-
cal academic career. It is equally important to hear the experiences 
of those who were motivated to pursue an academic career and 
to learn what affected their eventual career destinations. A mixed 
methods approach incorporating surveys and interviews would pro-
vide rich insight, whereby the survey can gather experiences across 
a large sample and semi- structured interviews can further explore 
themes arising from the survey.17 Recruiting a sample which repre-
sents a spectrum of experiences across the academic pipeline should 
be the focus, and yet this may present a challenge within the narrow 
field of dental academia. Across all strands of future research, data 
should be stratified by ethnoracial groups.9

4  |  AC ADEMIC C AREERS ACROSS THE 
WIDER FACULT Y

Underrepresentation in academic dentistry is not an outlier. A simi-
lar picture is evident across other faculty disciplines. Structural in-
equalities have been found to be a greater disadvantage for early 
career researchers from ethnic minority backgrounds in politics17 
and STEM subjects.18 Stark ethnic disparities in chemistry are evi-
dent in senior academic posts and in awards of research funding. 

TA B L E  1  Distribution of ethnicity across clinical academic 
posts in dentistry in the United Kingdom (based on Dental Schools 
Council, survey 2018).8

Academic grade (number of 
posts) %a White (n)

%a Other 
ethnic 
group (n)

Professor (118) 90.7 (107) 8.5 (10)

Reader/Senior Lecturer (154) 81.8 (126) 16.2 (25)

Lecturer (127) 71.7 (91) 22.8 (29)

Senior Clinical Teacher (107) 72 (77) 21.5 (23)

Clinical Teacher (463) 63.1 (292) 32.6 (151)

Researcher (25) 72 (18) 24 (6)

aSome missing data due to non- responses.
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Chemical scientists from an ethnic minority background have criti-
cised the lack of role models and the opaque academic pathways.19 
In medicine, under representation within academic leadership, has 
led to an examination of biases in research commissioning9 and in 
the way medicine is taught.20 Deeper questions have arisen about 
control over knowledge and the Western centric foundation of sci-
ence upon which health care was built.21 Scholarly publishing is now 
also responding to the discourse and examining unconscious biases, 
which can reinforce systemic inequalities.22 Academics in dentistry 
have responded in kind, emboldened by the Black Lives Matter 
movement, and sought to decolonise the curriculum.23 Now, how-
ever, attention should be given to address the inequalities further up 
the academic pipeline.

Research organisations need to demonstrate institutional equal-
ity and diversity or risk losing access to research funding. The NIHR 
requires academic institutions to hold a Silver Award of the Athena 
SWAN Charter, and this has changed the landscape with respect to 
gender equality. The NIHR are now expanding the requirements to 
include all nine of the protected characteristics in the Equality act 
2010, and organisations will need to evidence their commitment 
in addressing discrimination.24 Discourse around ethnic diversity 
within clinical academia will feature more in higher education as in-
stitutions join the Advance HE Race Equality Charter.25 This is an 
institution- level framework for race equality action across all lev-
els of higher education from undergraduate to postgraduate. The 
willingness to engage in difficult conversations around racism in 
higher education is a critical first step in addressing inequalities and 
creating an inclusive academy.26 An adjacent initiative to increase 
participation in clinical academic careers in medicine and dentistry 
is the Clinical Academic Training and Careers Hub (CATCH) estab-
lished by the Medical and Dental Schools Councils.27 CATCH has not 
yet explicitly addressed any inequalities. In November 2021 a pack-
age of funded research projects across England were announced by 
Research England.28 These projects are aimed at widening access to 
research for BAME postgraduate research students. Although none 
are yet within the field of dentistry, these projects will do much to 
raise the profile of diversity in the academic pipeline and will stim-
ulate innovation and effective practice across the academic com-
munity. These separate strands demonstrate a growing focus on 
academic careers and on diversity in the wider academy.

5  |  ENGAGEMENT WITH ETHNIC 
DIVERSIT Y IN AC ADEMIA OUTSIDE THE 
United Kingdom

Thus far, we have focused on the data drawn from the United 
Kingdom academic sector and the subsequent responses in the 
literature. A similar debate is underway in the United States of 
America29- 31 where routinely collected data about the demograph-
ics of dental academics is publicly available through the American 
Dental Education Association.32 This has led to the creation of a 
faculty diversity toolkit.33 In contrast to the United Kingdom and 

US, European higher education systems only routinely collect data 
on basic characteristics such as age and gender. Collection of data 
around ethnicity or migration background is considered insensi-
tive in some countries may be illegal in others.34 As a consequence, 
measures to increase diversity in universities across Europe have 
focused on gender equality.34 This may also account for the lack of 
engagement with the subject of ethnic diversity within dental aca-
demia, research or careers by organisations such as ADEE, FEDCAR, 
CED or the EUA Council for Doctoral Education. In Europe, a start-
ing point would be to undertake academic staff surveys. In doing 
so, European systems can implement improvements to previous 
surveys such as using adequate demographic categories. This would 
help the European academic sector learn whether inequalities exist 
and provide a stimulus for discussion.

6  |  CONCLUSION

Clinical academics in dentistry provide a valuable bridge between 
practice and research. Diversity in these arenas are important for 
reducing inequalities and setting relevant research priorities. Data 
from the United Kingdom academic sector has shown that there 
are ethnic inequalities in the later stages of the academic pipeline. 
Whilst the data we have lacks granularity about distinct ethnic 
groups, it has highlighted areas for further research. Dental aca-
demia needs more enquiry into which barriers affect which groups 
at which points on an academic career path. Systems level initiatives 
are underway in United Kingdom academia and research to promote 
ethnic diversity. A willingness to engage in difficult conversations in 
the spirit of openness is crucial for academic leaders. Such debates 
will stimulate research agendas to reduce structural inequalities and 
elevate diversity across research and practice.
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