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An analysis of the first 25 years

The Association of Women Surgeons was formed in 1981, and
has grown into an international organization dedicated to the pro-
fessional development of women surgeons across the spectrum of
career and training. It’s three core tenants are to support women
surgeons to “Engage, Empower and Excel.” One key partnership
core to these tenets has been the Ethicon-sponsored AWS research
grant, which has been awarded annually since 1996 to one member
through a competitive process of submission review by the AWS
Grants and Fellowships Committee.

In this manuscript, the authors review the impact of this award
on the academic productivity of the women who have been
awarded this grant. A retrospective analysis was performed,
comparing recipients of the award to applicants over the same
time period. Those who received the award were more likely to
have successful subsequent NIH funding, produce a greater number
of publications, and publish in higher impact journals. The H index
of recipients and nonrecipients, however, was no different. Natu-
rally, there could be a recipient bias — those with higher credentials
are more likely to get the award and would have more funding and
publications whether or not they received the AWS award. Despite
this limitation, the paper underscores the point that these have
been wise investments in strong future leaders, and have given
these women the opportunities to build the foundations of their
research endeavors.

The importance of offering grants restricted to the membership
of an underrepresented group cannot be understated.” Other such
awards exist, and provide similar career-building opportunities. I,
myself, was the recipient of the Claude Organ Traveling Fellowship
of the American College of Surgeons, which provided a career-
changing opportunity for me. In fact, numerous current leaders in
surgery were recipients of that award early in their careers. Many
successful surgeon scientists discuss the time when they were
“given a chance” early in their career, subsequently turning an early
investment into a large return.’

Much literature indicates that early career funding is key to
future success in academic surgery.*® Riccardi et al. recently pub-
lished data indicating that there is still significant disparity in
awards to surgical junior faculty, with 67% of awards still being
given to men.” As long as these disparities exist, it is critical to offer
underrepresented groups research opportunities that are
demographic-specific. Not only do women deserve to have pro-
tected grants, but all underrepresented minorities in medicine,
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including African American, LatinX, Asian, and LGBTQ groups. Spe-
cific funding should also be available to seek to understand the rea-
sons for the disparities we see in medicine and develop strategies to
mitigate them. It is well documented that diverse teams create bet-
ter science, more effective healthcare delivery, and improved out-
comes, which are the goals of all of medicine.
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