
Editorial

Two studies are published in this issue of 
the Colombian Journal of Obstetrics and 
Gynecology in relation to discrimination, 
abuse of authority, harassment or sexual 

violence. This problem affects Colombian society as 
a whole and, as these research studies demonstrate, is 
also found to a significant degree in higher education 
institutions. As mentioned by professor Leonor Cubi-
llos in her research, academic institutions ought to be 
the least affected by the outdated underlying concepts 
of gender or labor relation supremacy. 

Both studies show how women are the main 
victims of discrimination or sexual harassment at 
the universities, how they are affected throughout 
the different stages of their university life, and how 
there is a perception that authorities in the universities 
do not do enough to prevent them or to support the 
victims. Although in many of the situations described 
the victimizers are men, it is striking to find that in 
situations of abuse of authority by people in academic 
and administrative positions, it is women themselves 
who are frequently guilty of such abuse.

Discrimination affects many aspects of an 
individual’s life, including religious beliefs, race, 
sexual preference or gender among many others, 
and originates in stereotypes that affect women’s 
performance in many scenarios, including  academic 
settings (1). For the victims, discrimination triggers 
negative psychological consequences, loss of self-
esteem and its negative impact on self-care, anxiety 
and psychological stress (2). On the other hand, sexual 
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harassment affects working conditions (3) and may 
potentially result in lower performance in academic 
institutions. 

Hence, a problem that affects the health of 
women is highlighted again. It is a problem with 
implications for gynecologists and general primary 
care practitioners (4) who are frequently the only 
point of contact between women and the health 
system. In clinical practice, gynecologists do not 
usually ask about these situations; they have limited 
knowledge of the consequences for a woman’s health 
and of how to provide counseling about the legal, 
psychological or medical management required in 
these situations. 

In a country with a high rate of violence, health 
sciences schools should consider including these 
aspects as part of their curricula in order to create 
awareness among the students about their human 
rights in these matters and about the implications 
of these acts of violence and discrimination for 
a woman’s health. Moreover, universities should 
initiate risk management processes designed to 
familiarize victims in how to act when they are faced 
with those situations, and to implement actions for 
preventing and managing these types of situations in 
the academic setting.

In terms of research, it is important to delve 
deeper into the factors that give rise to these behaviors 
in the victimizers, and into the situations that create 
a risk for the victims in the universities. Moreover, 
research should also look into educational, legal, 
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psychological and medical interventions designed 
to prevent them and also to reduce their effects for 
health in general and for the sexual and reproductive 
health of the victims in particular. 

As part of our social responsibility, we are required 
to acquire knowledge and new training in order to 
respond to this problem of women’s health, as well 
as to develop quantitative and qualitative research 
designed to expand the knowledge about the size 
of the problem, its determining factors and how to 
diminish its consequences. 

Hernando Gaitán, MD MSc
Editor

References
1. Burgess DJ, Joseph A, van Ryn M, Carnes M. Does 

stereotype threat affect women in academic medicine?

	 Acad Med 2012;87:506-12

2. 	 Pascoe EA, Smart Richman L. Perceived discrimination 
and health: A meta-analytic review. Psychological 
Bulletin 2009;135:531-54.

3. 	 Pérez J, Sancho T. Acoso sexual en el trabajo. Ministerio 
del Trabajo y Asuntos Sociales España. Visited on March 
18, 2013. Available at: http://www.insht.es/InshtWeb/
Contenidos/Documentacion/FichasTecnicas/NTP/
Ficheros/501a600/ntp_507.pdf

4. 	Hegarty KL, O’Doherty LJ, Chondros P, Valpied J, 
Taft AJ, Astbury J, et al. Effect of type and severity 
of intimate partner violence on women’s health and 
service use: findings from a primary care trial of 
women afraid of their partners. J Interpers Violence 
2013;28:273-94.




