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Juliet Rumball-Smith established charity Wāhine Connect to provide support for female health 

professionals 
 

A $25,000 funding boost for female medical professional support network, Wāhine Connect, 

will be spent on expanding the service. 

Wāhine Connect, an organisation established by public health physician Juliet Rumball-

Smith in 2017, aims to support women in medicine by providing a mentorship system. 

Dr Rumball-Smith says the donation from Southern Cross Health Trust will be used on 

administrative costs and to further develop the programme so it can be offered to more 

women across the country. 

The free Wāhine Connect programme has attracted strong interest since its pilot in 2017 and 

the number of mentees registering has quadrupled. 

“We want to continue to offer our services and expand to support other professions, and 

industries, not just medical,” Dr Rumball-Smith says. 

Investing in New Zealand’s health workforce 

Dr Rumball-Smith says Wāhine Connect, which was formalised as a charity late last year, is 

grateful for grants from Southern Cross Health Trust and MAS. 

“It’s awesome to have them behind us, we couldn’t do it without them.” 

Previously, the charity has been purely run by volunteers in the community, but now it will 

be taking on a contractor, who will be responsible for administrative tasks, and to help 

streamline the mentor/mentee-matching process. 

“That’s always been the rate-limiting step for building up the cohorts for myself and the 

group, having the time to do this,” says Dr Rumball-Smith. 



Southern Cross Health Trust chief executive officer Terry Moore says this is the first time the 

two organisations have worked together, but a key purpose of the trust is to invest in training 

of New Zealand’s health workforce. 

“We are always looking for new ways to further support the more than 15000 female health 

professionals we employ.” 

GPS make up large proportion 

 
Olivia Currie has had experience as a mentor in the Wāhine Connect programme and says it was a 
privilege to give and learn 

There are currently around 200 mentors from midwives, nurses, to social workers. GPs have 

the greatest representation and make up about 20 per cent of the mentees. 

Women in medicine are more likely to face workplace issues, such as burnout, depression, 

sexual harassment, as well as the gender pay gap, says Dr Rumball-Smith 

The programme consists of two streams, says Dr Rumball-Smith, the first being a classical 

one-on-one model with monthly meetings across six months, and the second being the JUMP 

stream, which provides support for specific issues, such as for women considering taking on a 

leadership role. 

“It’s a one-off meeting with at least three different mentors, and can involve mentors in 

positions around the country.” 

At a cross roads 

Medical registrar Hai Sue Kang found herself at a cross-roads in her medical career, when 

she joined the Wāhine Connect JUMP programme as a mentee. 

Candid discussions on Skype with three other female mentees all working in general practice, 

on Skype allowed Dr Kang to discuss what drives them and most of all, how best to achieve 

that precarious work-life balance. 
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The interaction encouraged her to ask some hard questions about the sustainability of hospital 

medicine, she found herself becoming more open to considering other options like primary 

healthcare. 

“I was amazed by how well it worked, it paints a balanced holistic picture of being a woman 

doctor and the different choices out there.” 

Satisfying for mentors and mentees 

 
Hai Sue Kang is currently in Tanzania with her partner Jamie Small working to reduce child poverty 

The Wāhine Connect service has been just as useful for mentors as well as mentees. 

Christchurch GP Olivia Currie says this kind of connectivity has never existed before and 

provides a sense of unity. 

“It’s been a privilege both to give and to learn... we’ve had the ability to connect with women 

in medicine of all specialities.” 

One of the best parts was not being confined to a specific DHB and to reach out to women 

nationwide, says Dr Currie. 

“I would like to encourage more women to stand up to be a mentor, it’s a good learning 

experience.” 

Important for rural doctors 

Rural GP Janne Bills found she got just as much out of the programme as a mentor, as her 

mentees did. In particular she is pleased to be able to share her experiences of rural medicine 

with other women. 

“We addressed questions like how to be a mother on-call, how to manage with a young 

family, how to deal with big emergencies on your own.” 
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But she says role models are not there early enough to inspire young health professionals into 

considering rural medicine as an option. 

Listening is the most important aspect of the mentoring role, and Dr Bills explains it's 

important not to stick to your own agenda. 

“Listen and allow them to decide and have no judgement.” 

Mentoring for medical students 

 
Rural GP Janne Bills says the Wāhine Connect programme is great but would like to see it expand to 

cover male health professionals too 

After seeing the success of Wāhine Connect for women, Dr Bills says expanding the service 

to include male health professionals is important. 

“I don’t know what current support there is for men.” 

Mentoring at university is needed too, she says, especially at the PGY1 year, as that’s where 

a lot of the issues start. 

“At university, making the choice to do medicine is easy. It’s what comes next that isn’t.” 
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