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Last year I received the great

honor of being invited to attend
the Japan Surgical Society [JSS]
annual meeting. Since I have
always loved Japan, have
numerous Japanese friends,
collect Japanese art and am
very happy having Japanese
food, the invitation held even
greater meaning. [ looked
forward to seeing the Japanese
women surgeons I had grown
to know; as well as, the
American College of Surgeons
Japanese chapter members and
other colleagues working in
Japan. The meeting was
excellent in every way. The
cherry blossoms were in full
bloom, the weather was great,
and the program excellent. I
was very pleased to see the
panel discussion on the
working environment for
women surgeons in Japan. I
was impressed by the support
the Japan Association of
Women Surgeons [JAWS]
received from several
prominent male surgeons. The
JSS President Dr Miyazawa
attended their entire meeting. I
was disappointed however to
see so few women on the JSS
program and in the leadership
of JSS. I reflected on my
professional career. When 1
became a surgeon I knew no
other women surgeons. I
perceived I had different issues
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in developing my career than
my male colleagues. Ultimately
I began the Association of
Women Surgeons to address
the professional and personal
development of women. In the
ensuing 30 years, I have seen a
dramatic change in the US. |
have found that women
surgeons are still scarce in most
countries. A number of
countries have formed women
surgeons groups. Although the
numbers have increased
women remain

underrepresented in the
leadership of organizations, are
promotes less frequently than
men and continue to struggle to
succeed. Japan as in most
countries is seeing a
tremendous increase in the
proportion of women in
medical school. If surgery is to
continue to attract the best and
brightest to keep our specialty
exceptional, women need to be
recruited, retained, promoted
and visible in surgery. I have
learned that does not just
happen as women enter the
field. There needs to be a
proactive approach which is
embraced by men and women.
I found that there were many
enlightened men who saw the
need and benefit of supporting
women in their professional
development. Many had
mothers, wives or daughters
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who were frustrated by the
challenges to their career
development. Some strategies
that have worked in other
countries are in place in Japan.
There is a group of
accomplished and committed
women who have formed
JAWS. They are available to
work on the committees,
occupy leadership roles and
offer advice as well as the
names of women to fill these
roles. A simple strategy is to
always ask the question; "Do 1
know a woman who could
make this presentation as well
as the man I have
recommended?” You can
increase the diversity of the
presenters at your meeting.
Keep data, as nothing speaks
louder than data. How many
women presented, are on the
organizing committee, are on
the councils, are officers and
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are being groomed for
leadership positions. Have a
representative of JAWS as a
standing member of the
executive and organizing
committee, adopt JAWS as an
official part of the organization
or form a women in surgery
committee. They will provide
sage advice that is culturally
sensitive. Continue to have a
panel focusing on women
surgeons or topics of their
choosing on the program. You
ask “Why bother? Men are
doing a great job.” I respond ”
Women will not select surgical
careers if they see no
opportunity for advancement
and our specialty will ultimately
suffer”. The collective
intelligence and talent of men
and women will bring better
solutions to problems and a
better work environment.
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Although earlier pioneers of

surgery were predominantly
male, the 20" century saw a
marked change in this trend. In
this male dominated world,
women surgeons have often
suffered potent gender related
discrimination apart from
issues related to work-life
balance. They seem to have
overcome many an obstacle but
the road ahead still seems
rocky.

If you took the time to ask a
female surgeon how it was
becoming a surgeon, aside from
the academic tasks, a good
majority are bound to express
some kind of grudge over their
male counterpart. In an age
where we would have hoped to
have come close to achieving
gender equality, certain
disparities still continue to
prevail.

Many years ago, when I first
considered the idea of
becoming a surgeon, I
remember the whirlwind going
on inside of me. Many a friend
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or female relative would put
their foot down and ask if |
wanted to be a confirmed
spinster; my female colleagues
snarled at my guts. It was our
head of surgery, who pulled me
aside and assured me that
becoming a surgeon was not
easy, but something I could do!
He also assured me that I did
not have to transform myself
into a man, all hard and rock,
but to remain a woman with
passion and emotion.

Gender is defined as a range of
physical, mental and behavioral
characteristics distinguishing
between man and woman. Had
it not been for the advice given
to me when I set foot into this
world, I am sure I could have
read into many a situation that
harassment was coming my
way. Instead, I now know that
it’s a state of mind and how
you accept it.

[ cry, I hug and I have had
children. I am also a surgeon
and have never regretted my
choice.

Kalpana Abe, MD, FACS
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