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The American Medical Women’s Association as the Vision and Voice of Women in Medicine 1990-2010 
 
By Eliza Lo Chin, MD, MPH and Laurel Waters, MD, FCAP, FASCP 
 
 

More than 600 AMWA members gathered in Philadelphia in the fall of 1990 and celebrated the Association’s 
75th Anniversary in style.  Of historical significance was the inauguration of AMWA’s first African-American 
president, Dr. Roselyn Payne Epps.  Keynote speaker, Dr. Antonia Novello, the first woman physician to serve 
as Surgeon General of the United States, was welcomed with a standing ovation and sense of pride that was 
palpable.  It was a moment for all women in medicine to cherish. 

 
The next two decades marked impressive growth and expansion of the organization.   
 
Healthcare Advocacy  
In the early 1990’s, AMWA was actively involved in healthcare advocacy at all levels within the organization, 
including legislative days on the hill, press briefings at the White House, and student internships.  Among the 
issues that AMWA championed during these years were the Family and Medical Leave Act which was passed 
in 1993, the smoking cessation Tobacco Product Education and Health Promotion Act, pro-choice legislation, 

and the acceptance of RU-486 as a medical abortifacient.  Year after year, AMWA continued to be an 
indefatigable champion for women’s health rights. 
 
1992:  On April 5, an AMWA delegation marched in Washington DC with the National Organization for Women 
(NOW) in support for reproductive choice.  Their proclamation, “We Won’t Go Back…March for Women’s 
Lives,” reflected the widespread fear at the time that the Supreme Court was poised to overturn Roe v. Wade.    
 
1993:  When Dr. David Gunn, a physician who provided abortion services in Pensacola, FL, was killed on 
March 10, 1993, AMWA immediately denounced the violence and reaffirmed its commitment to end the 
harassment and isolation of abortion providers.   
 
AMWA and other organizations urged Congress to overturn the gag rule, a federal regulation that prevented 
Title X funded family planning facilities from counseling or referring patients for abortions.  When President 
Clinton finally signed the order overturning the gag rule, AMWA was among the three medical associations 
invited to the White House.   
            
During the health reform years of the Clinton Administration, AMWA representatives were invited to be part of 
the White House Health Care Reform Task Force, the working group chaired by First Lady Hillary Clinton.  In 
December of that same year, seven AMWA leaders attended the press briefing in support of President 
Clinton’s Healthcare Reform Plan.   
 
1994: AMWA members urged the passage of the Violence Against Women Act (VAWA), which upheld victims’ 

rights and increased funds for battered women’s shelters, rape education, prevention programs, and the 
training of police, prosecutors, and judges.  The bill also provided funding for a national family violence hotline 
and required all states to honor restraining orders issued in other states.  The Los Angeles AMWA Branch 
awarded the “Outstanding Legislator Award” to Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA) who authored VAWA. 
 
1999:  During the President’s retreat, AMWA leaders met with Janet Luray, the new director of the White 
House Women’s Office.  In just half a day, AMWA leaders met with approximately 30 congressional staffers.  
 
2008: Conversations with the Candidates was spearheaded by Dr. Claudia Morrissey.  During the primary 

season for the 2008 U. S. Presidential Race, AMWA-doc.org was a website where Hillary Clinton shared her 
plans for Healthcare reform.  Conference calls, engaging AMWA members and supporters around the country, 
featured conversations with Hillary Clinton, John Edwards and Dennis Kucinich or their representatives.  
 



2009: AMWA was represented in a White House meeting with physicians to discuss healthcare reform 
strategies on prevention and cost containment.  This discussion was led by Drs. Zeke Emanuel, Dora Hughes, 
Kavita Patel, and Bob Kocher. 
            
2010:  AMWA participated in White House conference calls regarding healthcare reform, Haiti earthquake relief 
efforts, and the First Lady’s Let’s Move Initiative to eradicate childhood obesity.  AMWA leaders were invited to 
the White House for the launch of the First Lady’s Initiative as well as a White House press briefing by 
President Obama as he urged Congress to pass healthcare reform legislation.  In support of healthcare reform, 
AMWA students embarked on the Woven Word Quilt project to express their collective goals for this country.  
On the eve of International Women’s Day, AMWA leaders sent a letter of support to President Obama to 
applaud his efforts to pass healthcare reform.  AMWA members campaigned for the passage of the Affordable 
Care Act and Dr. Eliza Chin represented AMWA at the event with President Barack Obama and Vice-President 
Joe Biden following the signage of the bill into law. 
 
Position Papers 

Many position papers have been written by AMWA covering the following areas:  Career and Education, 
Ethical Issues, Health and Wellness, Policy and Legislation, and Reproductive Health.  Recent position papers 
include:  Sex and Gender Specific Medicine, Cervical Cancer Prevention, Osteoporosis, and Healthcare for All.   
 
Gender Equity   

In 1991, AMWA co-sponsored the report, “Empowering Women in Medicine,” which exposed the disheartening 
statistics that women physicians earned only 63% of what their male colleagues earned. Their penetration 
within the ranks of academic medicine was also limited.  At that time, only 21% of medical school faculty and 
2% of department heads were women.  These statistics were reported through national media outlets including 
CNN, The New York Times, and Associated Press.  Dr. Deborah Judelson and others appeared on the 
nationally televised Home Show to share these statistics.   
 
Beginning in 1992, AMWA provided a Sexual Harassment and Gender Discrimination Resource and 
Information Line – a hotline for AMWA student and physician members.   
 
In 2000, AMWA organized and began development of the Institute for the Advancement of Women in 
Medicine and Healthcare with George Washington, Howard, Johns Hopkins and Maryland Universities. 
 
In 2009, President Obama signed into law the Lilly Ledbetter Fair Play Act of 2009, which helped restore 

protection against employee pay discrimination.   
 
AMWA is a partner in Drexel University’s VISION 2020, a decade-long national project focused on promoting 
gender equality by engaging new generations of women and men to finish the work of the suffragists, who 
championed women’s right to vote as fundamental to social and economic justice.  VISION 2020 will culminate 
in the centennial celebration of the 19th Amendment to the Constitution. 
 
AMWA Leaders attend the launch of UN Women in February 2011 during the meetings of the UN Commission 
on the Status of Women.   
 
Annual Meeting Highlights  

1990 Philadelphia, PA  2002 San Antonio, TX 
1991 Dallas, TX   2003 Atlanta, GA 
1992 San Francisco, CA  2004 San Diego, CA 
1993 New York, NY   2005 Washington, DC 
1994 Lake Buena Vista, FL  2006 Tucson, AZ 
1995 Seattle, WA   2007 Orlando, FL 
1996 Boston, MA   2008 Anaheim, CA 
1997 Chicago, IL   2009 Williamsburg, VA 
1998 New Orleans, LA  2010 Washington DC 
1999 San Francisco, CA  2011  Washington DC 
2000    Colorado Springs, CO 2012  Miami, FL 



 The 1992 Annual Meeting in San Francisco featured keynote speaker Dr. Nancy Snyderman, an 
AMWA member and the Medical Correspondent for ABC-TV’s “Good Morning America.”  Plenary 
session speakers included Dr. Molly Coye, Director of Health Services for the State of California; Dr. 
Frances Conley, Stanford Professor of Surgery; Senator Dianne Feinstein; Dr. Jane Hodgson, Clinical 
Associate Professor in Obstetrics and Gynecology; and Dr. Vivian Pinn, Director of the NIH Office of 
Research on Women’s Health.   

 In 1995, AMWA co-sponsored the Third Annual Congress on Women’s Health in Washington DC.  First 
Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton addressed attendees, urging women leaders to continue fighting for equal 
rights and women’s health.   

 The 1996 Annual Meeting in Boston featured keynote speaker Dr. May Jameson who was the first 
woman of color to go into space when she flew as a mission specialist astronaut aboard the Space 
Shuttle Endeavor.  In partnership with Simmons College, AMWA hosted a 12 hour Institute of Career 
Development, discussing topics such as business strategies, negotiating skills, and real gender equity. 

 AMWA’s 2002 Interim Meeting, “Physicians Adapting to a Changing Environment” was held at Tyson’s 
Corner in McLean, VA and featured the International Women in Medicine Hall of Fame Gala.  Honored 
on that occasion were the two women who had been Surgeons General: Dr. Antonio Novello and Dr. 
Joycelyn Elders who both gave excellent rousing speeches.   

 AMWA’s 2003 Annual Meeting in Georgia featured Dr. Julie Gerberding, Director of the CDC as a 
keynote speaker. 

 AMWA’s 2007 Annual Meeting was held in conjunction with the First North American Congress 
of Women in Medicine in Orlando, Florida.  The Annual Banquet that year featured singer Christine 
Baze, a cervical cancer survivor, who inspired the audience with her story and music.   

 AMWA’s 2008 Annual Meeting was held in conjunction with the Women’s Healthcare Forum.  The 
Annual Banquet featured singer, songwriter, and activist, Holly Near. 

 AMWA’s 2009 Annual Meeting was held in conjunction with The 17th Annual Women’s Health 
Congress.   

 AMWA’s 2010 Annual Meeting was held in conjunction with the 18 th Annual Women’s Health Congress.  
Dr. Vivian Pinn delivered the keynote address at AMWA’s Awards Banquet. 

 AMWA’s 2011 Annual Meeting was held in conjunction with the 19th Annual Women’s Health Congress 
and celebrated the 95th Anniversary of AMWA.  Surgeon General, Dr. Regina Benjamin, was a keynote 
speaker.  Both Dr. Benjamin and Dr. Margaret Hamburg, Commissioner of the FDA, were awarded 
AMWA Presidential Awards.  

 AMWA’s 2012 Annual Meeting, the first stand-alone meeting in several years, featured keynote 
speakers, Gloria Steinem and Dr. Rachel Naomi Remen. 

 During the annual meetings, AMWA often hosted the famed “Bob Oaks Tours,” a tradition started by 
Mr. Bob Oaks who would accompany his wife, Dr. Mathilda Vaschak, to annual AMWA meetings.  Year 
after year, Bob organized tours of the various cities for the other husbands and friends of the AMWA 
members attending the meeting.  He was recognized for his loving support of his wife and AMWA, by 
having future city tours named after him.  One of the more memorable excursions was the Halloween 
night trip to Salem, Massachusetts. 

 The Nancy C. Binder Memorial Lectures and Programs, founded by AMWA President Dr. Lynn Epstein, 
were a tribute to past AMWA leader, Dr. Nancy Binder.  The 2003 performance by a dance troupe led 
by a physician who had suffered from breast cancer was deeply moving and unforgettable. 

 AMWA Presidents traditionally invited members to attend an overseas presidential trip during their 
tenure to observe healthcare systems or join international meetings.  Notable excursions included 
Scotland, Japan, Alaska, Cuba, Spain, and Belgium. 

 
 
American Women’s Hospitals Service (AWHS) 

During these years, the American Women’s Hospitals Service (AWHS) continued to support clinics and 
hospitals around the globe.  In addition to its regular clinic support, periodic emergency funds were awarded 
during times of need.  In 1992, AWHS sent desperately needed funds to war-torn Bosnia, symbolically 75 
years after the founding of AWHS, which began with aid to the Balkans after World War I.  Similar grants were 
sent to support the Tsunami victims of Thailand in 2004, the Burma Cyclone in 2008, and to the Hospital Bon 
Samaritan in Haiti in 2010 in the aftermath of the devastating earthquake. 
 



Over time, some clinics have faded away and have been replaced by new ones referred by AMWA members.  
As Dr. Morani, former AWHS leader used to say "We do not do bricks and mortar.”  The aim has always been 
to provide salary for a local worker so that the funds get magnified as they extend to an ever widening ripples 
system on a small scale.  AWHS has built a lasting legacy of humanitarian aid, which will endure in the years 
to come.   

Current recipients of AWHS funds include:  

Bread for the City and Zacchaeus Free Medical Clinic (Washington DC) 
Dayspring Family Health Center (Tennessee) 
Dover Community Clinic (New Jersey) 
Harbor Free Clinic (California) 
HealthCare Network (Wisconsin) 
Hospital Bon Samaritan (Haiti) 
Marian Clinic (Kansas) 
South African Development Fund (South Africa) 
Clinic Nepal (Nepal) 
Engeye Clinic in Uganda (Uganda) 
 
Of these, the latest addition is the Engeye Clinic in Uganda, founded by AMWA member, Dr. Stephanie Van 
Dyke while she was still a medical student.  Impressed by the lack of basic medical care in Uganda, she used 
her Grandmother’s $30,000 bequest as seed money to fund the building of the clinic.  Upon completion of her 
training, Dr. Van Dyke plans to return to Uganda on a full time basis.    
 
The AMWA Foundation 

The AMWA Foundation, which was established in 1990, supported educational, research, scholarship, and 
service projects during its 15 year tenure.  Some of the Foundation’s notable projects included:   

 support for the American Women’s Hospital Service (AWHS)  

 support for the Student Loan Program 

 development of a Model Day Care Manual in collaboration with the National Association of Hospital-
Affiliated Child Care Providers 

 development of the Women’s Health Curriculum, a continuing medical education program to promote a 
comprehensive, coordinated approach to women’s healthcare 

 an updated edition of the medical student resource, “Career Choices for Women in Medicine”   

 The Women’s Smoking Cessation Project.   
 

AMWA Product Acceptance Program 

During its tenure, the AMWA Product Acceptance Program endorsed non-prescription products approved by 
the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) related to women’s health.  The products underwent extensive review 
by AMWA’s Scientific Evaluation Council and those approved received the AMWA Seal of Acceptance and 
Acceptance Statement.  Products endorsed in 1991 included Gyne-Lotrimin® and Stay Free Ultra Plus®  
 
The Reproductive Health Initiative (RHI) 

In 1993, AMWA launched The Reproductive Health Initiative (RHI) – a program to improve reproductive health 
training, including family planning and abortion, in medical schools and to train physicians in the latest 
reproductive health developments.  The program included: 

(1) Review of current medical school curricula in reproductive health 
(2) Identification of a model curriculum 
(3) A one-day reproductive health program at medical schools with encouragement that they adopt the 

program into their own curricula 
(4) Development of a one-month, fourth-year student elective in reproductive health 
(5) AMWA grant awards in reproductive health to honor outstanding abortion providers 
(6) Publication of a special JAMWA issue on reproductive health 

RHI continued to flourish under AMWA until 2005 when it was transferred to the auspices of the Association of 
Reproductive Health Physicians (ARHP). 
 



Medical Education 

 AMWA collaborated with the Medical College of Pennsylvania to create the National Academy on 
Women’s Health Medical Education (NAWHME), to focus on women’s health in medical education.   

 The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) awarded AMWA a three-year $450,000 grant for educational 
programs on the early detection and control of breast and cervical cancer.  This project was led by Dr. 
Diana Dell and Dr. Janet Osuch.  

 A number of educational programs were developed in the 1990’s, most notably, the Master Faculty for 
AMWA’s Education Project on Coronary Heart Disease to Women chaired by Dr. Debra Judelson. 

 From 1993 – 1996, AMWA’s Breast & Cervical Cancer Education Project for Primary Care Providers 
held 35 workshops across the country.  Jointly sponsored by the CDC, over 1000 healthcare providers 
were trained.   

 In 1997, AMWA was awarded a substantial grant from the Department of Defense to provide breast 
cancer training to more than 6000 primary care managers in the US and abroad.   

 “Advancing Women’s Health” is an on-line digital library created by AMWA and the American College of 
Women’s Health Physicians (ACWHP).  The goal of this initiative was to create a repository of 
educational materials addressing sex- and gender-specific issues in women’s health based on medical 
evidence.   
 

Public Health 

In keeping with tradition, AMWA continued to focus efforts on health education 

 In 1993, Dr. Leah Dickstein was one of 7 prominent women’s health experts asked to deliver comments 
to representatives from the Dept of Health and Human Services about the progress on the women’s 
health objectives of Healthy People 2000, a comprehensive strategic plan for health promotion among 
the American public.  

 In 1994, AMWA was one of 9 organizations chosen for a $3.6 million grant project funded by the CDC 
to reduce tobacco use and fight smoking-related disease and death.  AMWA fought against smoking 
ads targeted towards women and issued its own propaganda with the slogans, “Tobacco Industry 
Beware:  Sisterhood is powerful.  Targeting women may be hazardous to your health.” and “Virginia 
Slime…It’s a Cancer Thing.”   

 In 1996, AMWA published the guide, Developing a Child Care Program: A Health System Decision-
Making Guide, which provided information, tools and a model for developing and implementing a quality 

child care program.   

 Your Thyroid Gland Central was a nationwide campaign that included featured Olympic Gold Medalist, 

Gail Devers, and offered free thyroid screening and raised awareness of thyroid disease.   

 In 1999, AMWA spearheaded the first National Summit on Cervical Cancer with the National Cervical 
Cancer Public Education Campaign in Washington DC in January.  The purpose of this initiative was to 
educate women about the link between human papilloma virus (HPV) and cervical cancer as well as 
improved detection techniques.  

 In 2002, AMWA partnered with the US Department of Health and Human Services’ Office on Women’s 
Health to hold the first National Town Hall on Menopause.  The half-day conference, moderated by 
AMWA President, Dr. Omega Silva addressed current and new advances in menopause, its symptoms 
and related conditions, and the implications for public policy.   

 2003:  Dr. Omega Silva testified at the FDA’s Endocrinology and Metabolic Drugs’ Advisory 
Committee on the Women’s Health Initiative on Osteoporosis and Hormone Replacement Therapy 
(HRT)  

 2007:  Dr. Omega Silva participated in the NIH Consultation Meeting on Peer Review with Professional 
Societies in Washington, DC with Dr. Elias Zerhouni, Director, NIH, and Lawrence Tabak and Keith 
Yamamoto, co-chairs of the Working Group of the Advisory committee to the NIH Director on NIH Peer 
Review.       

 In 2006-2007, AMWA President Dr. Susan Ivey worked with a coalition of organizations on improving 
awareness of cervical cancer prevention and detection. A key partner in the organization was Women 
in Government, a non-profit bipartisan group that advocates for a number of women’s health issues. 
They founded the Challenge to Eliminate Cervical Cancer campaign in January 2004, in which AMWA 
participated. An outgrowth of Dr. Ivey’s cervical cancer work in California resulted in a number cervical 
cancer prevention tools and messages that reach young women throughout California. 



 In 2007, AMWA partnered with Women in Government to create materials for the preventive care for 
older adults.   

 In 2008, AMWA launched its campaign, Strong to the Bone, to promote osteoporosis awareness by 

creating an informational website for screening women.   

 AMWA’s 2010 public health initiatives include  
o Childhood Obesity Initiative, in alliance with the First Lady’s Let’s Move Initiative 
o Cervical cancer prevention, in partnership with the Pearl of Wisdom  

Campaign  
o Prevention of underage drinking 
o Vitamin D Education 

 
AMWA Organizational Structure 

AMWA Executive Director, Eileen McGrath, JD led the organization for nearly 14 years until 2002.  During this 
time, the executive offices were strategically moved from New York City to Alexandria, VA to be closer to the 
Capitol and facilitate AMWA’s advocacy work.  AMWA branches continued to expand, and by 1992, there were 
75 active physician branches and 109 student branches.  In 2002, Linda Hallman became the new Executive 
Director.  The Foundation and the Association merged into a single 501c3 non-profit charitable organization.  

 
In 2006, AMWA faced significant economic challenges and some feared that it might close down. Thanks to 
the strong leadership of Dr. Susan Ivey, AMWA was able to achieve financial security under a new executive 
management model.  The services of an association management company, Fernley and Fernley based in 
Philadelphia, were enlisted, and the Alexandria office was closed.   
 
AMWA is comprised of a physician division, a student division founded in the mid 20 th Century, and a resident 
division, established in 2010. 
 
AMWA Legacy and Archives 
In 2003, AMWA co-sponsored the National Library of Medicine’s exhibition,  
Changing the Face of Medicine: Celebrating America’s Women Physicians, an online exhibit that profiles 

hundreds of women physicians, past and present (http://www.nlm.nih.gov/changingthefaceofmedicine).  A 
companion gallery to that exhibition was Local Legends: Celebrating America’s Local Physicians, which 

featured women physicians nominated by their Congressional representatives.  These women were honored at 
the 2004 Annual Meeting in San Diego, CA. 

 
AMWA’s historical documents dating back to 1915 are housed at the Archives and Specia l Collections of 
Women in Medicine, Drexel University in a new, state of the art building completed in 2009.  The materials are 
cataloged and available for researchers to access.  Through the efforts of Dr. Eliza Chin and generous 
donations by AMWA members, AMWA now has a permanent Legacy Exhibit at Drexel University to showcase  
historic documents and photos.   

 
Currently being developed is an on-line exhibit honoring the achievements of AMWA members, entitled, Faces 
of AMWA.  This exhibit will profile the diverse and extraordinary lives of AMWA members from 1915 to the 

present day. 
 
AMWA Publications 
AMWA continued to publish the Journal of the American Medical Women’s Association until the year 2005.  
Wendy Chavkin, MD, served as editor-in-chief of the journal from 1994-2002.  In 2008, the Journal of Women’s 
Health became AMWA’s official journal.   

 
A separate publication, What’s Happening in AMWA, kept members up-to-date on the latest news within the 
organization.  The name of this newsletter was later changed to AMWA Connections in 1999.   

 
Also, during the 1990’s, AMWA published several books, including the Women’s Complete Healthbook, a 720 

page comprehensive health book written by 58 multispecialty authors – all women - for women consumers.  
The Women’s Complete Wellness Book was edited by Dr. Debra Judelson and Dr. Diana Dell. There was also 

a book series on different health topics such as the AMWA Guide to Cancer and Pain Management and the 



AMWA Guide to Contraception and Fertility.  Currently work is underway to publish a compendium of AMWA’s 
history in preparation for the 100th year anniversary in 2015.  
 
Looking Ahead 

Like any professional organization AMWA has weathered economic challenges and evolved with the times.  
While the battle for representation and admission into medical schools may be over, challenges of gender 
equity, health disparity, women’s health rights, and career-life balance still remain.  And of upmost importance 
is the mentorship of the new generation of women physicians.   
 
For the past 95 years, AMWA has been the vision and voice of women in medicine.  Now poised to begin the 
Countdown to a Century, AMWA leaders have maintained their commitment to women’s health, student 
mentorship, leadership, and healthcare advocacy, and education while still forging ahead to break new ground.   

     * * * * * 

Current AMWA Programs 

Strong to the Bone - A program that promotes osteoporosis awareness through an informational website for 
screening women.  

  
Advancing Women’s Health - An on-line digital library created by AMWA and the American College of 
Women’s Health Physicians (ACWHP).  The goal of this initiative is to create a repository of educational 
materials addressing sex- and gender-specific issues in women’s health based on medical evidence.   
 
Obesity Initiative - In alliance with First Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move Initiative to eradicate childhood 
obesity through improved nutritional intake and maintenance of regular physical activity among youth.  AMWA 
has recently launched a similar initiative in adults to educate patients about their body mass index. 
 
Cervical Cancer Prevention - In partnership with the Pearl of Wisdom campaign, this program aims to raise 
awareness about cervical cancer prevention. 
 
Healthcare Advocacy - To continue advocating for health care that provides for a Healthier America with 
expanded access to high quality care without discrimination.  We support initiatives that advance women’s 
health, including women's wellness programs and the right to choose. 
 
Faces of AMWA - An on-line exhibit highlighting the accomplishments of AMWA members and leaders.   
 
Underage Drinking Initiative - A program to increase awareness of alcohol poisoning and extreme drinking on 
University campuses and to provide interventions to reduce these behaviors. 
 
AMWA Legacy Exhibit - A permanent lobby exhibit at Drexel University’s Archives and Special Collections on 
Women in Medicine that celebrates the AMWA’s 95 year legacy through the display of rare documents, photos, 
and artifacts. 
 
American Women’s Hospitals Service - AMWA’s charitable program that provides desperately needed to funds 
to hospitals and clinics around the globe that provide care to economically disadvantaged communities.  
Student travel grants provide support for students who work in 3rd world countries. 
 
Gender Equity Committee – A committee within AMWA that addresses issues of gender equity in medicine.  In 
process are plans for a large-scale national study to assess the work habits of women physicians. 
 
Patient Education literature produced in conjunction with HealthyWomen. 
 
AMWA Committees and Working Groups  

 
AWHS Committee 
Awards Committee 



Gender Equity Committee 
Global Outreach Committee 
Governance Committee 
Membership Committee 
Policy and Advocacy Committee 
Finance Committee 
Program Committee  
Senior Physicians Committee 
Student Affairs Committee 
Women’s Health Working Group 
 
To join one of these committees or help out with one of the AMWA initiatives, e-mail associatedirector@amwa-
doc.org. 

Medical Women's International Association 

The Medical Women’s International Association (MWIA) is an international non-governmental organization 
(NGO) representing women doctors from all five continents. The association was founded in 1919 and is 
therefore one of the oldest professional bodies at the international level.  

It is non-political, non-sectarian and non-profit making. 

In 1919, the first international congress of women doctors was held in New York from 15 September to 26 
October. The American Women's Hospitals Service Committee (a committee of the American Medical 
Women's Association) took this opportunity and organized a dinner in honor of distinguished medical women 
from different countries who had just returned from medical relief work in France. 140 guests from 16 nations 
attended the festivities. Some woman doctors sensed the opportunity of forming an international association of 
medical women. Their suggestion was enthusiastically welcomed by the participants of the dinner. Within a few 
days a Committee of Twelve was chosen by ballot and empowered to organize the Medical Women's 
International Association and to nominate Executive Officers. The Committee met on October 25, 1919 and an 
Executive Committee was elected. The first MWIA President was Dr. Esther P. Lovejoy, U.S.A. Three Vice-
Presidents, a treasurer, a recording secretary, and a corresponding secretary were also elected. A provisional 
constitution was adopted and provisional aims and objectives were laid down – to exchange ideas and unite 
efforts for the benefit of mankind.   

Today, MWIA members represent 90 countries in all five continents. The MWIA International Congress 

continues to be held every 3 years. All members of AMWA are members of MWIA.  The 

Information adopted from the MWIA website, http://mwia.webtop.de. 

American Women’s Hospitals Service (AWHS) 
By Anne Barlow, Chair AWHS 

In July 1915, at the second annual meeting of the Medical Women's National Association (MWNA, 
later to become the American Medical Women's Association (AMWA)), 300 women physicians heard 
from Dr. Rosalie Morton who gave an illustrated lecture on the work of women physicians in world 
War 1.  It was the norm in the United States, as in the allied countries, to deny medical women any 
active role in the war effort.  Dr. Morton's lecture sparked a flame which would see the birth of the 
American Women's Hospitals Committee.  The name was adapted from the Scottish Women's 
Hospitals, a successful organization working with military sick and wounded in France.  The 
Committee had a two-fold mission at that time - the relief of suffering through medical care and the 
advancement of women in the medical profession.  

Dr. Morton was the first Chair of the new committee, and in 1917, Dr. Esther Pohl Lovejoy offered to 
try to determine whether the American Women's Hospitals (AWH) then planned to be sent abroad, 
should be for maternity or general service.  Dr. Lovejoy went to Paris in August of that year and joined 

mailto:associatedirector@amwa-doc.org
mailto:associatedirector@amwa-doc.org
http://mwia.webtop.de/DocList.htm?cid=203
http://mwia.webtop.de/


the staff of the American Red Cross, working there with the American Fund for French wounded.  
When she came back to report to the MWNA, money had been raised and a cohort of volunteer 
women physicians had been registered and the first hospital of the AWH was opened in the village of 
Neufmotiers, Seine -et-Marne, France on July 28, 1918, immediately followed by a second one.  

However, the Armistice in November threw plans in disarray and funds dried up. 

Many founders of AWH realized that sickness did not end with the cessation of hostilities.  They 
declared "The war has been won: now the peace must be won."  So, more money was raised and 
during the immediate post-war years American women physicians under the auspices of AWH met 
medical emergencies, established public health services, did their best with typhoid fever, influenza, 
malaria, tuberculosis, venereal diseases, pneumonia, smallpox, cholera and the many eye and skin 
diseases which were rife in Europe and no more so in what was then called the Balkans.  In many 
areas, AWH provided the only medical care in the immediate post-war years.  

By 1922, AWH had not only provided service, but had established a number of projects and 
institutions which local personnel, trained by AWH could continue.  At this juncture plans for 
termination of AWH were being considered.  Then the Turkish government displaced to Greece the 
entire Christian population, burning Smyrna where refugees were waiting for transport and marching 
the males into the interior for slave labor or execution.  This changed the course of AWH.  With 
logistical help from the American Red Cross and under the aegis of the Greek government, AWH 
established services on the quarantine island of Macronissi, an eleven mile barren rock.  Here three 
AWH women cared for 12,000 refugees, training and recruiting helpers from among the refugees.  

Meanwhile, Dr. Lovejoy, having used her considerable abilities to raise private money, was made 
president of the Medical Women's International Association, which she helped found in 1919.  In 
addition she was made chair of AWH the same year and set about almost single-handedly to raise 
more money and then oversee the spending of it.  In 1922, she was able to attend the founding of an 
AWH pediatric hospital in Scutari, staffed by American women physicians.  Under her leadership, the 
general principles under which the work continues were formulated.  

Although continuing for some time under the auspices of AMWA, the organization was incorporated 
separately in 1959 as the American Women's Hospitals Service, Inc. (AWHS), but the principles 
remain the same.  AWHS gives small grants to clinics ignored by the large charitable groups.  The 
grants are given, where possible, after visitation by one of the committee members or referred to 
AWHS by friends who have visited.  Originally, all were overseas, at different times in France, Great 
Britain, Holland, Norway, Finland, Austria, Greece, the former Yugoslavia, Albania, Japan, Taiwan, 
Philippines, Armenia, Russia, India, Thailand, Chile, Bolivia and Haiti.  During the years of the Great 
Depression, AWHS was also immunizing children in Kentucky, supporting a midwife there and 
helping a clinic for miners in Tennessee, which continues to this day, although now not exclusively for 
miners and their families.  

"AWHS does not buy bricks and mortar" as Dr. Alma dea Morani always said.  She assumed the 
chair of AWHS in 1967, when Dr. Lovejoy, at 90, resigned.  Indeed, the grants from AWHS are 
targeted at providing staff for clinics already in operation.  For instance, for many years AWHS, 
starting in 1961, supplied both money and medicines to Dr. Ruth Tischauer for assistance in running 
her remarkable roadside clinics for the Aymara Indians in Bolivia.  This allowed her to hire a nurse 
from the local population.  Several members of the Committee have visited Dr. Tischauer, now sadly 
no more.  A documentary, called "Doctora" was made some years ago and may still be available. 



From 1967, AWHS operated from a one- room office in New York City, with a full time secretary.  
When the secretary was retiring, Dr. Morani came to AMWA to see if there was interest in again 
joining the two entities.   This occurred in 1983 and is still in force today. 

AWHS Today 
In 2010, AWHS has grantees in Haiti, Uganda, Vietnam, India, Barbados, South Africa and Nepal.  In 
the US, we help out clinics in Wisconsin, Tennessee and Washington, DC.  Obviously the economic 
climate has hurt our loyal donors.  For many years we were able to fund half our budget from 
donations and half from endowment investments.  Both these sources are drying up.  We will 
however, continue as best we can as even our small grants enable desperately needed medical care 
for women and children, according to our mission. 

An AWHS program that is very popular with the medical student members of AMWA is the travel 
grant.  Awarded to students who have been accepted into a medical school sponsored overseas 
clinic program, AWHS provides help in paying the travel costs to get the students to their overseas 
destination.  Students must fill out a lengthy application, have approval of their school's Dean and 
write a report, if possible with pictures, on return.  Two to three students are usually chosen each 
year. 

If you would like to help you can donate today.  We have projects that are waiting for funding in 
Ethiopia, Angola and Cape Town.   

From 1917 to 2009 this small group has sought to make a difference and we believe that we have. 
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