Sexism in Surgery

Clare Marx, the first female president of the Royal College of Surgeons (RCS) believes that significant gender
inequality exists in surgery. However, she pointed out that this culture is changing and the change is reflected in
the growing number of women entering the field of medicine.
Ms. Marx pointed out that one cannot change a culture by telling people what to do. Laying down the rules won't
work but showing people how the change can be implemented without dictating it is a more effective strategy.
"We have started an emerging leaders programme, which is a pilot, and what we've done is put out applications
to women who are interested in leadership, and from the applications we're trying to bring them into the college
and talk to them about their futures - their leadership roles - and their various issues about their career." Ms.
Marx also said that there is a need to focus on developing women's careers in surgery.
Jyoti Shah, a consultant urological surgeon at Burton Hospital NHS Foundation Trust and the editor of Medical
Women also reported that several females have spoken to her about the problem of sexism in surgery. She
believes that women face sexism in this field every day as it seems to be engrained in surgery. "Surgery still
remains very male dominated, and it does still appear as an old boys' club and you're very much an outsider as
a woman."
Ms. Shah indicated that the problem of sexism may be due to the hierarchical structure since most senior
positions are dominated by men. In addition, the environment is such that women are often degraded and
stereotyped into certain roles. She feels that there is a need of a cultural change so that women no longer feel
uncomfortable or inferior.
With only 800 female surgical consultants in Europe, women have a very low representation in this medical
field. The increase has been consistent but gradual. A survey conducted in 2013 revealed that 68 percent of the
female respondents believed surgery was not a very welcoming career. Another research by Exeter University
suggests that women may be discouraged to enter surgery because there are very few female role models. The
RCS thinks that the length of training to become a surgeon (around eight years after graduating from medical
school) may also put women off this particular segment, especially for those who want to have children.
Ms. Marx cautions that it is important to distinguish between claims of sexism and humorous banter. "We have
to be very careful that there isn't a confusion between a manner of speaking and something that is rightly
offensive," she said.
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