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Discrimination is probably indirect

	A E A Joseph, Consultant radiologist

	St George's Hospital, London SW17 0QT

	Children's Hospital, Birmingham B16 8ET

	Eastman Dental Institute for Oral Health Care Science, London WC1X 8LD

	Coventry Health Authority, Christchurch House, Coventry CV1 2GQ

	Harvard Medical School, Boston MA 02115-5818

	Medical Practitioners Union, London SE1 1UN

	Private Patients Wing, University College Hospital, London WC1E 6AC

	The White House, Guilsborough, Northants NN6 8PY

	Bethnal Green Health Centre, London E2 6LL

	68 Springdale Road, London N16 9NX

	Pinderfields Hospital, Wakefield WF1 4DG

	Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, University of Nottingham, Queen's Medical Centre, Nottingham NG7 2UH







EDITOR—Esmail et al attribute disparity between white and non-white award holders to discrimination.1 Existence of direct discrimination in some spheres of the NHS does not imply it also affects distinction awards. The regional and central advisory committees on distinction awards are beyond reproach. Rubin's suggestion that several other factors may explain the skewed distributions is more plausible.2 Disparity between groups of consultants is inevitable because of differences in abilities, training, and opportunities.

The Commission for Racial Equality held that the criteria laid down for distinction awards could, however, result in indirect discrimination, not necessarily with discriminatory intent. For example, the weight given to work of national and international significance may make the awards less accessible to those in smaller district general hospitals or specialties, where ethnic minority consultants may be concentrated. The Department of Health has therefore issued criteria placing less emphasis on national and international recognition and making A awards available to consultants delivering “outstanding and sustained service to the NHS in an exceptionally hard pressed post” provided it is not the sole ground for an award. Introduced for the 1998 awards round, the criteria are fairer and more widely applicable, but will they change attitudes?

Consultants work under varied conditions. However, the criteria do not seem to allow for this. The uniform expectations across the board lead to a skewed distribution of awards with a bias towards academics, consultants in teaching hospitals and larger district general hospitals, and those in the high profile specialties.

Esmail et al quite rightly highlight the disparity. Their campaign should, however, be directed towards rectifying the situation which places not only ethnic minority consultants but also many other consultants at a significant disadvantage. Eliminating prejudice in the system, if it exists, is more difficult than establishing a fairer assessment of achievements … 
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