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Gender equity at the Wilderness Medical Society: Driving change through 

transparency 
 

Research published in Wilderness & Environmental Medicine quantifies the Society’s and 

journal’s gender gap, establishing a baseline for future direction and tracking progress  

 

Philadelphia, October 13, 2022 – To accelerate gender parity in the field of wilderness medicine, 

in which women are significantly underrepresented, a team of researchers analyzed the gender 

distribution of key leadership roles at the Wilderness Medical Society (WMS) and among authors and 

reviewers of content published in WMS’s official journal, Wilderness & Environmental Medicine 

(WEM). Their findings, which document past and current gender gaps, are reported in two related 

studies available in the current issue of WEM, published by Elsevier. 

 

“While gender parity in science is not a new topic, the growing emphasis on diversity and inclusion 

that has led many well-established academic societies and journals in science and medicine to turn 

their focus inward and self-examine the ways existing practices may perpetuate gender gaps inspired 

us to create a ‘gender report card’ for academic wilderness medicine,” explained Sarah M. Schlein, 

MD, Larner College of Medicine, University of Vermont, Burlington, VT, USA, one of the lead 

investigators. “Wilderness medicine historically has had a small portion of women in leadership and 

publishing roles, but despite the gender gap getting smaller, we still have important work to do. Our 

intent was to report the existing data, both past and current state, as an objective starting point for 

subsequent steps.” 

 

“The numbers tell the story. Our findings show that fewer women than men publish, are invited to peer 

review, present their research, and serve in the leadership of WEM and the WMS. By drawing 

attention to the underrepresentation of women in wilderness medicine research and publishing, we 

hope to speed up the pace of change.” said Linda E. Keyes, MD, Department of Emergency 

Medicine, University of Colorado, Aurora, CO, USA, one of the lead investigators.  

 
One study focused on the journal’s authors, peer reviewers, and editorial board members, and 

showed that while women make up about a third of WMS membership (28%) in the period from 

2010−2019, they represented only:  

 

• 22% of journal authors and 19% of first authors. These percentages varied from year to year 

but did not markedly change over time.  

• 20% of WEM peer reviewers -- who received only 18% of WEM invitations to review. 

• 16% of editorial board members since the journal’s inception (20% of the current board).  

• 13%−16% of mainstage conference presenters even through women were 31% of conference 

presenters and 27% of WMS member conference attendees. 

 

“What we found in WEM is very similar to what is observed in publishing in many specialties, including 

emergency medicine and family medicine, the two specialties most commonly represented by WMS 

members,” said Dr. Keyes.  
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The other investigation was conducted to assess gender equity at the society through leadership, 

recognition, and speaking opportunities. According to Dr. Schlein, “The gender distribution 

documented for WMS as a whole is similar to that seen at WEM. Neither reflects the gender 

distribution of women in medicine or those who participate in wilderness activities.”  

 

“The greatest underrepresentation is at the higher leadership levels, which unfortunately reinforces 

the status quo,” commented Dr. Schlein. Women comprised only 10% of board presidents, 18% of 

recognition awards, and 20% of mainstage presenters were women. There has never been a female 

WEM Editor-In-Chief. 

 

Opportunities for the editorial board, reviewing, and publishing on the journal side create a positive 

feedback loop to promotions, leadership, speaking expertise, and opportunities within the society, and 

vice versa. The benefits of gender diversity in science and medicine are well documented. Improved 

gender balance in leadership can establish norms for women early in their careers by means of role 

modeling and mentorship, which can have an important influence on career guidance, research 

productivity, and society contributions. Adding more women should not be at the exclusion of men -- 

opportunities can be created for all.  

 

“Gender equity is not a zero sum game. Women make up more than half the population, and I would 

propose that as long as women are less than 50% in any category, we are missing out on potential 

talent and key contributions in any field. Ideally, the path forward includes people of all genders 

working together to ensure access and belonging for anyone inspired by the field of wilderness 

medicine. Efforts to improve diversity and inclusion will have a positive impact not only on members 

who are women, but will strengthen the organization as a whole,” Dr. Schlein added.  

 

Dr. Keyes noted that societies and journals that have been successful in gender parity have set firm 

deadlines and have called into question commonly held assumptions and excuses to achieving 

equity. For example, in some publications, the adoption of double-blind peer review has led to greater 

publication of female authors. 

 

“Now that we have a gender report card, we can no longer fall back on vague statements to gloss 

over gender gaps. It is up to us, at all levels from membership to the highest leadership, to identify 

goals and strategies, consider new policies and programs, and hold ourselves accountable,” Dr. 

Keyes commented. 

 

The investigators performed retrospective reviews on the gender breakdown all articles published in 

WEM from 2010−2019, peer reviewer names from the WEM Editorial Manager database, a single-day 

2020 membership snapshot, conference attendees 2012 through 2020, conference presenters from 

winter 2017 through winter 2021, and leadership and awards data from 1984 through 2021. The 

software Genderize.io was used primarily to generate probability-based binary gender categorizations 

(male/female) based on first names or pronoun associations. 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The articles are: 

 

“Gender Distribution Associated With the Journal Wilderness & Environmental Medicine,” by Linda E. 

Keyes, MD; Sarah M. Schlein, MD; Alainna B. Brown, BA, NREMT; Natalya E. Polukoff, BS, BA; 

Alicia Byrne, BA; and Neal W. Pollock, PhD (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wem.2022.04.005). The article is 

openly available at https://www.wemjournal.org/article/S1080-6032(22)00064-3/fulltext.  

 

“Gender Equity in Membership, Leadership, and Award Recognition in the Wilderness Medical 

Society,” by Sarah M. Schlein, MD; Neal W. Pollock, PhD; Natalya E. Polukoff, BS, BA; Alainna B. 

Brown, BA, NREMT; Alicia Byrne, BA; and Linda E. Keyes, MD 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wem.2022.04.006). The article is openly available at 

https://www.wemjournal.org/article/S1080-6032(22)00065-5/fulltext.  
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The articles appear in Wilderness & Environmental Medicine, volume 33, issue 3, published by 

Elsevier.  

 

Full text of the articles is also available to credentialed journalists upon request. Contact Theresa 

Monturano at +1 215 239 3711 or hmsmedia@elsevier.com to obtain copies. Journalists wishing to 

interview the authors should contact Linda E. Keyes, MD, at linda.keyes@aya.yale.edu, or Sarah M. 

Schlein, MD, at sarah.schlein@uvmhealth.org. 

 

About Wilderness & Environmental Medicine  

Wilderness & Environmental Medicine (WEM), the official journal of the Wilderness Medical Society, is 

a peer-reviewed international journal for physicians practicing medicine in austere environments. It is 

devoted to original scientific and technical contributions on the practice of medicine defined by 

isolation, extreme natural environments, and limited access to medical help and equipment. Examples 

of topics covered include high altitude and climbing; hypothermia and cold-induced injuries; drowning 

and near-drowning; hazardous plants, reptiles, insects, and marine animals; animal attacks; search 

and rescue. www.wemjournal.org  

 

About the Wilderness Medical Society  

Founded in 1983, the Wilderness Medical Society (WMS) is the world's leading organization devoted 

to wilderness medical challenges. Wilderness medicine topics include expedition and disaster 

medicine, dive medicine, search and rescue, altitude illness, cold- and heat-related illness, wilderness 

trauma, and wild animal attacks. WMS explores health risks and safety issues in extreme situations 

such as mountains, jungles, deserts, caves, marine environments, and space. For more information 

on the WMS, please visit us at www.wms.org. 

 

About Elsevier 
As a global leader in information and analytics, Elsevier helps researchers and healthcare 

professionals advance science and improve health outcomes for the benefit of society. We do this by 

facilitating insights and critical decision-making for customers across the global research and health 

ecosystems. 

 

In everything we publish, we uphold the highest standards of quality and integrity. We bring that same 

rigor to our information analytics solutions for researchers, health professionals, institutions and 

funders. 

 

Elsevier employs 8,700 people worldwide. We have supported the work of our research and health 

partners for more than 140 years. Growing from our roots in publishing, we offer knowledge and 

valuable analytics that help our users make breakthroughs and drive societal progress. Digital 

solutions such as ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath support strategic research 

management, R&D performance, clinical decision support, and health education. Researchers and 

healthcare professionals rely on our over 2,700 digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell; our 

over 43,000 eBook titles; and our iconic reference works, such as Gray's Anatomy. With the Elsevier 

Foundation and our external Inclusion & Diversity Advisory Board, we work in partnership with diverse 

stakeholders to advance inclusion and diversity in science, research and healthcare in developing 

countries and around the world. 

 

Elsevier is part of RELX, a global provider of information-based analytics and decision tools for 

professional and business customers. www.elsevier.com 
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