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Kelly Willis 
 
specialty doctor in 
general surgery 

What does your role at NDHT entail 
 
I am a specialty doctor in general surgery at NDHT. This is the 
new name for a staff grade, and is essentially the same as a 
registrar but not on a formal training pathway.  
 
My job involves looking after patients on the ward, seeing 
patients in outpatient clinics, performing surgical and endoscopic 
procedures and I do some academic and service development 
projects. I do on calls and nights, and a mixture of long and short 
shifts. 
 

How long have you worked for NDHT 
 
Six and a half years. 
 

What is your experience of working in your 

field as a woman 

 
It is still quite new for some patients to see a female surgeon, 
particularly older patients. I still occasionally receive patronising 
comments such as “Oh aren’t you clever” and “well done you” 
which my male colleagues never receive.  
 
Other than that I don’t feel disadvantaged in any way by being 
female. I have never been treated differently by my colleagues 
and my training has been exactly the same as my male peers.  
 
I have not had children yet so don’t know how that will work 
around my rota, but my department are very supportive so I’m 
not worried about that. 
 

Which women inspire you 

 
The women who inspire me most are the ones who help to 
challenge stereotypes and improve standards for women.  
 
Serena Williams returned to tennis just eight months after having 
a complicated child-birth. Not only did she get back to breaking 
records (she was the oldest mother to win a grand slam), but she 
also lead to a review of the way rankings after affected by time 
out for maternity leave.  
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Helen Glover is working towards being the first woman in an 
Olympic rowing team after having children. Seeing these 
achievements helps other women to believe that having children 
doesn’t have to affect their career. 
 
Then there are the women who challenged and changed the role 
of women in the healthcare system. Elizabeth Garrett Anderson 
was the first female to legally qualify as a doctor in the UK in 
1865. Before this there are stories of women posing as men to 
qualify and work as doctors, but Elizabeth found a loop hole that 
allowed her to gain the necessary experience and qualifications.  
 
The regulatory body quickly closed that loop hole, excluding 
women from sitting the examination, but this didn’t stop the 
progress. A group of women set up their own medical school in 
London, and with the support of a small group of men (including 
Charles Darwin) they developed the London School of Medicine 
for Women in 1874. Without these women pushing the 
boundaries and refusing to give up, I may not be in the job I am 
today.   
 

What gender specific taboos/stereotypes do 

you wish were broken 

 
I think, even without realising it, the public still have the view that 
“men are doctors, women are nurses”. I often get mistaken for a 
nurse when I wear my scrubs, even when I have introduced 
myself and sometimes even after I have performed their surgery.  
 
I would love for people to stop assuming that, just because I am 
a female in a hospital that I must be a nurse - not because being 
a nurse is a bad thing (they are fantastic and my job would be 
impossible without them) but because there are so many other 
roles in a hospital and there are no limitations based on gender. 
A man could just as easily be a nurse, but I have never seen a 
male doctor get mistaken for a nurse!  
 

What role or impact would you like to play in 

relation to women’s rights 

 

I recently read an article in a surgical journal about a female 
orthopaedic trainee who had attempted to take her child with her 
to a conference. She had liaised with them in advance and was 
assured that it would be fine for her to attend. When she arrived 
there was no easily accessible baby changing facilities, the “quiet 
room” she was allocated for feeding was just a tiny empty room 
and she was asked to leave the lecture hall if her child started to 
make noise.  
 
I think this is completely unacceptable in the current climate, and 
I feel saddened by how unwelcome she must have felt. The 
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biggest change I would like to see for all conferences to be child-
friendly and I will certainly be taking my child with me to 
conferences (if and when I have one!). 

 

If you could tell your 10 year old self one 

thing, what would it be 

 
Just because something goes wrong doesn’t mean it’s the end of 
the world. At school I had a detailed plan of how my studying and 
career was going to progress, but I had several failures and last 
minute changes along the way.  
 
At the time I found it very hard to deal with, but they all lead to 
something unexpected and better, so now I try not to take 
anything negatively and just let events unfold.  
 

Is there anything else you’d like to add  
 
I don’t feel disadvantaged in my job by being female – it hasn’t 
affected what I can do or the training I have received.  
 
I would encourage all women to follow the career they want to 
follow – there are no rules anymore.   
 


