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White Coat Ceremonies in US Schools of Pharmacy

Daniel L Brown, Mary J Ferrill, and Marvin C Pankaskie

BACKGROUND: Pharmacy and medical schools share similar concems regarding the need to place greater emphasis on professional
socialization. Many academic institutions of both professions have elected to establish a white coat ceremony to initiate the process of
inculcating professional values. However, a recent literature search revealed little published information on pharmacy white coat
ceremonies.

OBJECTIVE: To determine the prevalence of white coat ceremonies in US schools of pharmacy and identify commonalities between
ceremonies conducted at different schools.

METHODS: In April 2002, a 25-question survey was sent via E-mail to the deans of the 83 accredited schools of pharmacy in the US.
The survey solicited details about the nature of each school’s white coat ceremony or reasons why the school does not conduct a
ceremony.

RESULTS: The first ceremony in pharmacy was held at the University of Kentucky in 1995. As of May 2002, 51 of the 83 schools had
already conducted a white coat ceremony and another 10 indicated plans to initiate a ceremony by the end of the year. Telephone
follow-up confirmed that, as of May 2003, the number had risen to 61 schools. Most schools conduct the ceremony during the first
professional year. Common features include presentation of the coat, recitation of an oath, a speech by an honored guest, a class
photograph, and a reception.

CONCLUSIONS: The white coat ceremony is a growing phenomenon in pharmacy education that could play a pivotal role in the quest
to better achieve professional socialization among students.
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he 1991 report of the American Association of Col-

leges of Pharmacy (AACP) Argus Commission high-
lighted that many pharmacists lack pride in their profes-
sion and do not hold their professional self-worth in high
regard.! The Commission further stated that pharmacy ed-
ucators bear a responsibility to instill in students a clear
sense of the profession’s societal purpose and to encourage
each student to develop a personal practice philosophy. In
2000, the White Paper on Pharmacy Student Professional-
ism culminated a 5-year effort by the American Pharma-
ceutical Association (APhA) Academy of Students of Phar-
macy—AACP Council of Deans Task Force on Profession-
alism.? The participants concluded that pharmacy must

Author information provided at the end of the text.
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recommit itself to enhancing the professional development
of pharmacy students. The final report of the task force
states:

A combination of factors in both pharmaceutical education and
pharmacy practice serves to create inconsistent professional so-
cialization throughout the pharmacy education process. This in-
consistent socialization threatens the status of pharmacy as a pro-
fession and justifies immediate action on the part of pharmacy stu-
dents, educators, and practicing pharmacists.

The issue is not new. Manasse et al.? first described the
challenge of inconsistent professional socialization of phar-
macy students in 1975. In the same year, a study at the Uni-
versity of Rhode Island College of Pharmacy found that stu-
dents’ attitudes toward the profession of pharmacy became
more negative as they progressed through school.# Feelings
of cynicism, disillusionment, and disenchantment were
more prevalent as students approached the final year of the
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program. Those results were corroborated by another study
conducted during the 1980s that showed that students’ sense
of calling to the pharmacy profession declined in linear fash-
ion during every year of the curriculum.’ Today, students
deal with the same dilemma of having to rationalize the pro-
fessional contrast between the pharmaceutical care model
that they learn in school and the technical, distributive prac-
tice model that they often encounter in the workplace.

Professionalism in Medical Schools

It is interesting to note that pharmacy is not alone in fac-
ing the challenge of effectively socializing professional
trainees. Medical students also face a multitude of eco-
nomic pressures and ethical dilemmas that confound their
professional growth. As a result, medical schools have rec-
ognized the need to place greater emphasis on the develop-
ment of professionalism and professional values.

The Medical Professionalism Project was launched in
1999 as a joint undertaking of the American College of
Physicians, the American Society of Internal Medicine, the
European Federation of Internal Medicine, and the Ameri-
can Board of Internal Medicine.” Representatives of those
medical societies came together amid mutual concerns that
medicine’s commitment to the patient is being challenged
by external forces of change. Their collaboration resulted in
the development of a new charter on medical professional-
ism. The summary of that charter includes the statement:

To maintain the fidelity of medicine’s social contract during this
turbulent time, we believe that physicians must reaffirm their ac-
tive dedication to principles of professionalism, which entails not
only their personal commitment to the welfare of their patients but
also collective efforts to improve the health-care system for the
welfare of society.”

Humanistic Origins of the White Coat Ceremony
in Medical Education

Over 100 US medical schools currently conduct some
form of white coat ceremony to codify the professional
values espoused by the school.® The surge in popularity of
such rites of passage dates back to 1993, when the Arnold
P Gold Foundation sponsored the first white coat ceremo-
ny at the Columbia University College of Physicians and
Surgeons.” The foundation was established by a pediatric
neurologist, Arnold P Gold, and his wife Sandra in 1988.1
Their purpose in promoting white coat ceremonies was to
alert beginning medical students of the need to balance ex-
cellence in science with humanistic patient care. The foun-
dation offers one-time grants of up to $5000 to medical
schools wishing to establish an annual white coat ceremo-
ny."! Detailed guidelines on how to conduct all aspects of
the ceremony are also provided.

During the last several years, growing numbers of medi-
cal and pharmacy schools have established a white coat
ceremony to serve as the cornerstone of their efforts to pro-
mote professionalism. This article explores the recent de-
velopment of the white coat ceremony as a catalyst of pro-
fessional growth and presents the results of a comprehen-
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Reasearch Reports

sive survey of current white coat ceremony practices
among US schools of pharmacy.

Methods

Newsletter articles and anecdotal reports have described white coat
ceremonies being held at numerous schools of pharmacy. However, a re-
view of the pharmacy literature revealed a paucity of information on the
subject. As a result, a national survey was conducted to accurately deter-
mine the status of white coat ceremonies in US schools of pharmacy.

A 25-question survey was developed for distribution to all accredited
schools of pharmacy in the US. The first 4 questions assessed whether
the school had either conducted a ceremony or had plans to initiate one
and, if not, what the primary reasons were against it. The remaining
questions were answered only by schools that had already conducted a
white coat ceremony to ascertain the unique features and characteristics
of each school’s ceremony. The questions elicited information about
when ceremonies were held, who attended, how the coats and other ex-
penses were funded, and what took place during ceremonies.

In April 2002, the survey was sent via E-mail to the deans of all 83
accredited schools of pharmacy using a list provided by the AACP. Each
school was able to respond in 2 ways: either by completing the form di-
rectly at a Web site (with a link that was attached to the original E-mail)
or by printing a hard copy of the form, filling it out, and faxing the com-
pleted form. A second E-mail was sent approximately 2 weeks later to
deans whose schools had not responded. Telephone follow-up was sub-
sequently used to obtain basic (yes or no) information from schools that
did not complete the survey or to clarify information contained in a com-
pleted survey.

Results

A total of 80 (96%) of pharmacy schools responded to
the survey. The 3 schools that did not initially respond were
contacted by telephone and queried as to whether they con-
duct a white coat ceremony, but those schools did not sub-
mit completed surveys. Some respondents did not answer
every question or failed to provide detail when specifically
prompted to do so. For any instance of incomplete data, the
calculated percentages listed in this report are based on the
number of schools that provided a response.

PREVALENCE OF WHITE COAT CEREMONIES

As of May 2002, 51 of the 83 schools of pharmacy
(61%) reported having conducted a white coat ceremony
(Table 1). Another 10 schools (12%) had already made the
decision to implement their first ceremony (Table 2), and 8
(10%) were considering the issue but had not yet made a
final decision. Telephone follow-up in May 2003 con-
firmed that the 10 schools listed in Table 2 had conducted
an inaugural white coat ceremony during the past year,
bringing the total to 61 schools (73%).

Only 3 schools reported that they had considered con-
ducting a white coat ceremony and decided against it. One
of those schools conducts a professional induction ceremo-
ny, but does not provide a white coat as part of the event.

The University of Kentucky was the first pharmacy school
to start the tradition of a white coat ceremony, dating back to
1995. The recency of the phenomenon can be further illus-
trated by the fact that 39 of the 61 schools currently engag-
ing in white coat ceremonies did not initiate the event until
2000 or later (Figure 1).
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REASONS AGAINST WHITE COAT CEREMONIES

Of the 21 schools that had not yet conducted a white
coat ceremony and did not have plans to do so, 8 (38%) in-
dicated that there is no sentiment against having a ceremo-
ny, but that the issue had never been raised. Three schools
cited a lack of interest among faculty and 1 school reported
a lack of interest among students. Two schools suggested
that a ceremony would have little impact on students, 2 ex-
pressed concern that it might be too expensive, and 2 indi-
cated that no member of the faculty is willing to assume
responsibility for planning and organizing the event. One
school reported that, from a budgetary perspective, its
money could be better spent in other areas.

WHEN WHITE COAT CEREMONIES ARE HELD

Twenty-eight schools conduct the white coat ceremony
immediately prior to beginning the professional curricu-
lum; another 17 hold it during the first professional year.
Only 4 schools conduct the ceremony during the third pro-
fessional year.

Sunday is the most common day for a ceremony, ac-
counting for about two-thirds of the schools. Friday is the
second most common, with the other 5 days of the week
each used by a handful of schools. Almost all of the schools
begin their ceremonies in the late morning or early after-
noon; only 7 institutions reported a ceremony start time of
17:00 or later.

TYPICAL FEATURES

The following components of a white coat ceremony
were reported by at least half of the schools that conduct
ceremonies: students receive a white coat (n = 40), stu-
dents recite an oath (n = 40), invited guest gives keynote
address (n = 35), students have a class photograph taken (n
= 26), and a reception follows the ceremony (n = 37).
Twenty-four colleges have students recite the 1994 APhA
version of “Oath of a Pharmacist,”? while 16 use a differ-

ent oath or pledge. Some schools allow the students to de-
velop their own professional oath.

Other features that were reported by at least one-fourth
of the colleges include musical accompaniment during the
ceremony, a student representative gives a speech, and stu-
dents receive a pin or some other symbol. A few schools
identified additional features that were not commonly re-
ported, such as having students sign the oath, combining
the ceremony with an honors convocation, conducting an
open house, and presenting students with name tags.

PARTICIPANTS AND GUESTS WHO ATTEND

Thirty-three schools permit students to invite as many
guests as they wish, 6 reported limiting the number of
guests, and 8 do not allow guests to attend the ceremony.
Just over half of the schools that invite guests do so by
sending out personal invitations. Faculty attendance varies
widely between institutions. Of the 49 schools that provid-
ed information, 10 reported a faculty turnout of =90%.
Roughly half of the schools have found faculty attendance
to be at least 50%.

Almost all of the schools reported that the dean and as-
sistant/associate deans participate directly in the ceremony,
and approximately half also involve the director of experi-
ential education and/or the chair of pharmacy practice.
Only about 10% of the schools that conduct ceremonies
involve the president and/or provost/academic vice presi-
dent of the college or university. Others who have been re-
ported to participate include alumni association members,
preceptors, advisors/assigned mentors, health-system ad-
ministrators, corporate sponsors, student body presidents,
state board of pharmacy members, and state association
leaders.

In most cases, the person responsible for planning the
event is a dean, associate dean, or assistant dean. In some
cases, however, the ceremony is planned by an executive
secretary/assistant, experiential coordinator/director, direc-
tor of student services, or class representative.

Table 1. Schools of Pharmacy that Conducted a White Coat Ceremony as of May 2002

Albany College of Pharmacy

Arnold and Marie Schwartz College of Pharmacy
Auburn University

Butler University

Chicago College of Pharmacy

Creighton University

Drake University

Duquesne University

Ferris State University

Howard University

Idaho State University

Massachusetts College of Pharmacy at Worcester
Medical University of South Carolina

Midwestern University at Glendale

Northeastern University

Ohio Northern University

Ohio State University

Oregon State University

Palm Beach Atlantic University
Purdue University

Rutgers

Samford University
Shenandoah University

St. John's University

State University of New York
Texas Tech University
University of Arizona
University of California at San Francisco
University of Cincinnati
University of Colorado
University of Florida

University of Georgia
University of Houston
University of lllinois at Chicago

University of lowa

University of Kentucky

University of Maryland

University of Mississippi

University of Nebraska

University of Puerto Rico
University of Rhode Island
University of Southern California
University of Tennessee
University of Texas at Austin
University of Washington

Virginia Commonwealth University
Washington State University
Wayne State University

West Virginia University

Western University of Health Sciences
Wilkes University
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THE WHITE COAT

Of the 40 schools that reported giving students a white
coat during the ceremony, 29 provide the coat with a patch
or emblem containing the insignia of the school of phar-
macy. Just over half of these institutions locate the patch
above a breast pocket, with the remainder positioning the
patch on the upper sleeve. A few schools place the patch
on the right side of the coat, but the vast majority of patch-
es are located on the left side. Four schools also embroider
student names on the coat.

CEREMONY FUNDING AND SPONSORSHIP

Schools were asked to estimate itemized expenses relat-
ed to the ceremony on the basis of total cost rather than cost
per student. The survey yielded a wide range of costs
among the 39 schools that reported expenses. Six held the
cost of the event under $1000, another 22 schools reported
expenses of no more than $3750, and 8 found the cost to be
in the range of $4000—6500. Of the remaining 3 schools, 2
incurred costs of $8000; the highest total was $14 000. The
2 major sources of expense were the white coats and the re-
ception. Other sources of incidental expenses were printing
of programs and invitations, photography, flowers, patches,
pins, name tags, music, framing of oaths or certificates, cus-
todial services, and pressing the coats.

Twelve schools stated that students are expected to pay
for their own white coats; 36 provide the coats at no charge.
The primary source of funding was reported to be corpo-
rate donations (n = 26), whereas 19 institutions fund the
ceremony from the operating budget of the school. Three

Table 2. Schools of Pharmacy that Implemented a White
Coat Ceremony During the 2002—2003 School Year

Campbell University

Massachusetts College of
Pharmacy at Boston

Mercer University

St. Louis College of Pharmacy University of Utah

Texas Southern University

University of Connecticut

University of Missouri at Kansas City
University of Pittsburgh

University of the Pacific

Reasearch Reports

schools fund the event through student fees, 2 stated that
the alumni association pays for the ceremony, and 1 has
the alumni association purchase the white coats.

FEEDBACK FROM ATTENDEES

Thirty-eight of the 44 respondents (86%) who answered
the question about informal feedback from attendees ex-
pressed the opinion that those in attendance enthusiastical-
ly approved of the ceremony. Five schools (11%) reported
moderate approval from attendees, and 1 school had not
received appreciable feedback. None of the 44 respondents
reported negative or mixed feedback about the ceremony.

Discussion

Evaluating the effectiveness of a white coat ceremony is
a highly subjective process. Professional socialization is an
outcome that is difficult to measure in scientific terms or
analyze statistically. It is not easy to quantify a student’s
motivation, commitment, enthusiasm, or compassion, al-
though the outward behaviors that result from such affec-
tive traits can be observed. Unfortunately, by the time a stu-
dent’s professional behavior can be adequately assessed,
the white coat ceremony is likely to be a distant memory.
Therefore, the efficacy of the ceremony cannot be evaluat-
ed solely on its own merit; it must be viewed as part of a
comprehensive set of educational strategies.

EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SURVEY TOOL

The survey provided reasonably complete data describing
the demographics of white coat ceremonies in pharmacy.
The response rate was nearly 100%, although in some cases
specific detail was lacking. The topic of faculty participation
could have been explored more fully. Schools were asked to
report faculty attendance as a singular percentage, without
distinguishing between various faculty categories, such as
on/off-campus, full/part-time, didactic, or experiential.

Despite the failure of some respondents to answer every
question on the survey, data regarding the overall preva-
lence of white coat ceremonies and the descriptive ac-
counts of such ceremonies should provide useful informa-

tion for schools weighing the advantages and
disadvantages of establishing their own cere-
mony. This information might also be of assis-

80 |
60 |

40 |

Number

20 1

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Year

Figure 1. Pharmacy schools that reported having conducted a white coat ceremony since

2002

tance to schools engaged in planning or modi-
fying the format of a ceremony.

THE WHITE COAT CEREMONY AS AN
ACADEMIC STRATEGY

Pharmacy has previously been described as
a profession in search of professionalism.!?
The challenge facing pharmacy educators is
clear.’4 Professionalism cannot be taught; it
must be nurtured over time. Students need to

1995. The value for 2002 includes the 10 schools that conducted their ceremony during the

2002-2003 school year.
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encounter a consistent message from teachers
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in both didactic and experiential venues, emphasizing that
the application of knowledge in service to others is more
important than the mere acquisition of knowledge. The
white coat ceremony is an educational tool that is capable
of striking such a humanistic chord in both students and
faculty, thereby serving as a catalyst to spark the beginning
of the professional socialization process. Whether by
prayer, oath, covenant, or ritual, the ultimate objective is to
inculcate a deep desire in students to dedicate themselves
to lives of professional service.

The performance of a healthcare provider depends on hav-
ing the will to apply one’s knowledge in service to those in
need. As penned by the eighteenth century philosopher
Joseph Joubert, “Education does not consist merely in adorn-
ing the memory and enlightening the understanding. Its main
business should be to direct the will.”** Inconsistent profes-
sional socialization is to be expected when education fails
to inspire in students the will to become humanistic ser-
vant-leaders. The practice of having students pledge a
solemn vow to compassionately serve humanity is one that
needs to be promulgated.

Summary

At this time, 73% of the schools of pharmacy in this
country conduct an annual white coat ceremony. This is a
surprisingly high prevalence considering that such cere-
monies originated in pharmacy just 8 years ago. Only 3
pharmacy schools have decided against implementing a
ceremony. Despite concerns expressed by a handful of
schools, there is little question that the ceremony is becom-
ing a well-established tradition in pharmacy education.

It is reasonable to conclude that there is a link between
the white coat ceremony phenomenon and the growing
emphasis that academia has placed on enhancing the pro-
cess of professional socialization. The commonality of fea-
tures between the white coat ceremonies of various
schools suggests that the motives behind their respective
ceremonies are also similar. The typical white coat cere-
mony is conducted as a solemn and meaningful ritual, with
a strong focus on professional responsibility. Most cere-
monies are carefully designed to provide students with a
moving experience that will exert a lasting impact on their
professional growth.

Table 3. Schools Including Features Suggested by
the Arnold P Gold Foundation'™2

Feature n %
Students’ families and friends invited 38 78
Respected leaders welcome students 46 94
Keynote address given by a role model 35 71
Students “cloaked” with white coat 40 82
Students pledge a professional oath 40 82
Reception held after ceremony 37 76

2Results compiled from the 49 schools that responded.

1418 = The Annals of Pharmacotherapy ® 2003 October, Volume 37

The recent trend in white coat ceremonies has followed
remarkably parallel tracks in pharmacy and medicine. The
medical school format devised by the Arnold P Gold Foun-
dation has become quite popular in pharmacy (Table 3)." It
stems from a compelling humanistic vision that the foun-
dation has been promoting to academia for over a decade.
The product of humanism, when applied by professionals,
is professionalism.

Humanism begets professionalism or, in pharmacy par-
lance, to effectively practice pharmaceutical care, one must
possess a caring attitude. It is a simple formula that might
hold the key to effectively professionalizing pharmacy stu-
dents. White coat ceremonies constitute only the first small
step of a long humanistic journey, but if academia rises to
the challenge, that small step could develop into a giant
leap forward for the entire profession.

Daniel L Brown PharmD, Director of Early Practice Experience,
School of Pharmacy, Wingate University, Wingate, NC

Mary J Ferrill PharmD, Assistant Dean for Professional Affairs,
School of Pharmacy, Wingate University

Marvin C Pankaskie PhD, Associate Professor of Pharmaceuti-
cal Sciences, School of Pharmacy, Palm Beach Atlantic University,
West Palm Beach, FL

Reprints: Mary J Ferrill PharmD, School of Pharmacy, Wingate
University, Campus Box 3087, Wingate, NC 28174-0157, FAX
704/233-8332, mferrill@wingate.edu
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EXTRACTO

TRANSFONDO: Las Escuelas de Farmacia y Medicina comparten
preocupaciones similares acerca de la necesidad de establecer gran
énfasis en la socializacién profesional. Muchas instituciones académicas
de ambas ramas profesionales han elegido establecer ceremonias con
bata blanca a manera de inicio del proceso para ir inculcando valores
profesionales. Sin embargo, una bisqueda de la literatura reciente revel6
poca informacion publicada acerca de ceremonias con bata blanca.

OBJETIVO: Determinar la prevalencia de las ceremonias con bata blanca
en las Escuelas de Farmacia en Estados Unidos e identificar grupo
comunes entre las ceremonias conducidas en las diferentes escuelas.

METODOLOGIA: En abril 2002, un cuestionario fue enviado via correo
electronico a los decanos de las Escuelas de Farmacia acreditadas en
Estados Unidos. Este cuestionario identificaba detalles acerca de la
naturaleza en las ceremonias con bata blanca de cada escuela o razones
por las cuales la escuela no conduce este tipo de ceremonia.

RESULTADOS: La primera ceremonia en Farmacia fue celebrada en la
Universidad de Kentucky en 1995. En mayo 2002, 51 de 83 escuelas
realizaron ceremonias con bata blanca y otras 10 escuelas indicaron
tener planes de iniciar la ceremonia a finales de afio. En mayo 2003 se le
di6 seguimiento mediante via telefonica en la cual se confirmé un
aumento a 61 escuelas con ceremonias con bata blanca. Muchas de las
escuelas que conducen esta ceremonia durante el primer afio profesional.
Algunos characteristicas comunes incluyen la presentacién de la bata,
recitacion de juramento, un discurso por un invitado de honor, fotografia
de la clase y una recepcion.

CONCLUSIONES: Las ceremonias con bata blanca es un fendmeno que esta
creciendo en la educacién farmacéutica que podria jugar un rol
importante en lograr una mejor socializacién profesional entre los
estudiantes.
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RESUME

HISTORIQUE: Les facultés de médecine et de pharmacie partagent des
visions similaires quant a la nécessité de la socialisation de leur
profession. Plusieurs de ces facultés ont choisi d’établir une cérémonie
officielle afin d’inculquer certaines valeurs professionnelles. Cependant,
trés peu d’informations est actuellement disponible sur le type de
cérémonies offertes par les facultés de pharmacie.

OBJECTIF: Répertorier les facultés de pharmacie des universités
américaines qui soulignent I’arrivée de ses nouveaux étudiants par une
cérémonie officielle et identifier les caractéristiques ainsi que les
activités de ces différentes célébrations.

METHODOLOGIE: Un sondage comportant 25 questions a été envoyé en
avril 2002 aux doyens des 83 facultés de pharmacie accréditées aux
Etats-Unis. Ce sondage sollicitait des informations sur la nature des
cérémonies de chaque faculté ou sur les raisons motivant 1’absence de
telles célébrations.

RESULTATS: La premiere cérémonie dans une faculté de pharmacie a eu
lieu a I’Université du Kentucky en 1995. En date du mois de mai 2002,
51 des 83 facultés de pharmacie organisaient des cérémonies officielles
et 10 facultés indiquaient leur intention d’initier de telles célébrations
avant la fin de ’année. Un suivi téléphonique a révélé qu’en mai 2003,
ce nombre s’était effectivement élevé a 63 facultés. La plupart des
facultés organisent ces cérémonies durant la premiere année
professionnelle. Les caractéristiques de ces cérémonies incluent la
distribution d’une toge blanche a chaque étudiant, la récitation d’un
serment, un discours par un invité de marque, une photographie
officielle de classe et la tenue d’une réception.

CONCLUSIONS: La tenue de cérémonies officielles par les facultés de
pharmacie est en pleine croissance et joue un role pivot dans la quéte et
I'implantation de valeurs professionnelles et sociales chez les étudiants
en pharmacie.
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