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2. Dropping out of higher education in the UK: Is 

ethnicity relevant? 

 

Abstract 

Dropping out of university induces economic costs to students, universities, and 

society. The UK Government has recently taken actions to diminish ethnic 

inequalities in non-completion rates. This study exploits extensive data of over 

one million first-degree students for the academic years 2010/11-2014/15 to 

explore how the university dropout behaviour varies across ethnic groups in the 

UK. For the first time in the ethnicity context, this paper distinguishes between 

compulsory withdrawal (because of academic failure) and voluntary attrition, 

acknowledging that the policy response to student withdrawal should be different 

depending on the dropout causes. The model results provide firm evidence that, 

on average, all ethnic minority groups (especially Black undergraduates) have a 

higher probability of academic failure than White students, while the latter are the 

most likely to withdraw voluntarily. Unlike studies to date, this work estimates 

interactive effects to show that the ethnic gaps in academic failure are more 

pronounced for men than women and smaller in the Russell Group universities 

relative to other institution types. These findings help better understand the 

mechanisms that produce diverse dropout outcomes and identify targeted 

policymaking strategies for each ethnic group.  

 

Keywords: university dropout, academic failure, ethnicity, minorities, UK higher 

education, HESA 

JEL classification: I23, I24, J15 
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variable captures the actual reason for students leaving university in the present 

paper. 

2.4 Results 

This section deciphers the relationship between the probability of 

graduation/non-completion and all the explanatory variables comprised in the 

multinomial logistic regression, based on the average adjusted predictions and 

the respective average marginal effects described earlier. I primarily focus on 

ethnicity, which is the key independent variable of interest. Moreover, I present 

and interpret the interactive effects between ethnicity and gender, type of 

institution, socio-economic background, and prior attainment. 

2.4.1 Average marginal effects and adjusted predictions 

The findings indicate that controlling for a plethora of factors in the regression 

models reduces, but does not eliminate, the ethnic gaps in the probability of 

academic dismissal. The results show that all ethnic minority groups are more 

likely to fail their degrees than White students (Table 2.5). Specifically, the ethnic 

differences in the average probability of academic failure range from 1.2 

percentage points for the Indian and Chinese students to 3.3 percentage points 

for the Black African undergraduates, keeping all else constant. The likelihood of 

failing academically is exceptionally high for Black African students (7.1%), nearly 

twice as large as that of White undergraduates (Table 2.6 and Figure 2.3).  

Whilst White students perform better in terms of academic assessments than 

their peers from ethnic minority backgrounds, this picture is reversed when 

examining the voluntary dropout propensities. Specifically, the probability of 

leaving university voluntarily for any other reasons is higher for White students, 

with the differences ranging from half percentage point in favour of students from 

Mixed ethnic backgrounds to 2.1 percentage points in favour of the Black African 

group.  

However, in absolute terms, the ethnic disparities in voluntary non-

completion rates are smaller than those in compulsory withdrawal (see Figure 

2.4), suggesting that academic failure is the primary cause of discrepancies in 

student attrition. As a corollary, White students experience, on average, a higher 

propensity to complete their undergraduate studies than most ethnic minorities, 

except for Indian and Chinese groups (Table 2.6). In particular, the graduation 

likelihood is identical for White, Chinese, and Indian first-degree students (89.4%-
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