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SUMMARY

The concept of diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging is essential for research and academic pro-
grams and institutions worldwide, but although women do not lag behind men at entry and graduation
from Serbian universities, equitable leadership does and it further hinders outcomes in every way: from
translational science via healthcare up to legislative efforts to protect children, women and elderly.
Although all these may seem as I'art-pour-I'art issues when compared to mere survival in war zones on
two continents and all issues women face under circumstances of displacement and bans on rights to
education, healthcare and sounds of their own voices in public, still it is the ongoing fight for rights lost
in silence and where one least expects it that has to push every human being to fight for the oppressed
and underprivileged.

Keywords: COVID-19; sex differences; gender differences; women in medicine; women in cardiology;
women in STEM

INTRODUCTION who bore the brunt of the pandemic’s first wave

[1-6], and culminating in the widening of gaps

The close of the second decade of the 21st
century, marked by the and the SARS-CoV2
(COVID-19) pandemic, unveiled another
Pandora’s box — one highlighting the perva-
sive inequities faced by women. These ranged
from adequate treatment as patients, initially
underestimated due to erroneous assumption
that their sex offered protection against the dis-
ease [1, 2, 3], to the harsh working conditions
endured by women in the healthcare sector,

in research opportunities and academic promo-
tions [1, 2, 3].

The fight against “bikini medicine” in the
United States has been gaining momentum
in crossing borders with global campaigns
teaching patients, physicians, researchers, leg-
islators and other advocates that heart disease
does take more lives of women than all can-
cers combined not just in the United States [2],
but worldwide as well, as it does in Serbia [7],
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Figure 1. NOVAK 2022 and Women's Heart Programs: A Bare Necessity of Diversity and In-clusion, not a Fashion Accessory of Innovation (Oc-

tober 29, 2022, Novi Sad, Serbia)

although different practices and legislation in healthcare
tend to hinder progress in that regard and the pandemic
has, actually, emphasized the necessity of tailored com-
prehensive care for women [2, 3, 8. 9, 10]. On the other
hand, as history has taught us before, all times of crises -
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing warzones
on two continents — lower the threshold for violence,
not only displaced women, and in particular women of
color suffer the most [11, 12], but in the least expected
places and sociodemographic strata [2, 13-16]. This, in
turn, brings us back to the necessity of diversity, equity,
inclusion and belonging (DEIB) programs of academic
institutions and that of Women’s Heart Centers/Programs
[2, 17, 18] that should follow the needs of the underserved
population that women remain, especially where they suf-
fer most discrimination [2]. Despite different models of
the women’s heart centers [2, 17, 18], the Serbian one [2]
proposed positioning of its program aiming to a broader
reach for socially-responsible and equitable healthcare,
teaching, research and advocacy, which was also reaffirmed
by the latest Presidential Advisory of the American Heart
Association [9].

Taking it all in consideration, likeminded research
groups continue to endeavor to fill the growing gaps that
have heavily influenced Serbian scientific and healthcare
landscapes, for the growing number of recorded femicides
in Serbia [19] — where femicide is still not recognized as
a criminal offense, yet prosecuted as an aggravated mur-
der - are facilitating normalization of all lesser forms of
violence women are subject to: women who report bul-
lying and harassment are discouraged to do so via social
media, social pressures and lack of diligence by the police
and justice departments while lengthy proceedings end
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up with none whatsoever or mediocre sanctions for the
perpetrators whom everyone else sees still flourishing in
their professional and social roles.

SERBIAN EQUITY SCENE: 2022-2024

United around the same idea that equity and meritoc-
racy - and not patriarchal personal preferences — share
the keychain for a thriving society our group continued
organizing educational events targeting a wide population.

NOVAK 2022: the “Dr Nanette Kass Wenger”
Women’s Heart Program session

With SARS-CoV-2 pandemic approaching its end, gather-
ing a variety of experts [1, 2, 20, 21, 22] of different fields
(Figure 1),we re-addressed the issue of women’s health
aiming to dispel myths that keep hindering long term
cardiovascular health of women in Serbia where — among
other issues — vaccination rates of pregnant women were
low, while data on newborns’ COVID-19 infections un-
know, although our microbiologists were among pioneers
in the field starting from the first wave[23]. During the
first year of pandemic, pregnant women lacking previously
acquired immunity had an increased risk for both severe
morbidity and mortality following SARS-CoV-2 infection
when compared to non-pregnant [24, 25, 26], although
infection was associated with higher risk of preterm deliv-
ery [27]. Still, in most neonates and infants SARS-CoV-2
infection was either asymptomatic or mild [28]. However,
as studies showed that anti-SARS-CoV-2 antibodies are de-
tected in cord blood of women infected with SARS-CoV-2,
it is likely that some degree of protection against infection
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Figure 2. 18th International Fair of Education and SRNA's roundtable “Women in Science - Key to a Better Future” (March 9, 2023, Novi Sad, Serbia)

and/or risk reduction of developing severe COVID-19 in
infants may be expected if the infants are born to women
with pre-existing immunity [26, 29]. In order to beat the
pandemic, the first COVID-19 vaccine based on messenger
RNA technology was approved in December 2020 by the
Food and Drug Administration and although this vaccine
has been shown to be highly effective in real world setting,
pregnant individuals were not included in the initial vac-
cines’ efficacy trials [30]. For several months a clear univer-
sal evidence-based recommendation was expected for the
immunization of this vulnerable population, which led to
lesser acceptance of the vaccine in the pregnant population
[31]. Also, it is considered that the benefits of vaccination
have been communicated “confusedly” with lack of data
about COVID-19 vaccine safety [26, 32]. Finally, in mid-
2021 it was reported that of the top 20 countries affected
by pandemic, 11 allow vaccination of pregnant women, of
which two have classified pregnant women as a high-risk
group for which vaccination is safe. On the other hand,
only five of the 20 countries with high maternal mortality
allow vaccination of pregnant women but none of these
countries prioritized vaccination of pregnant women [33].
Pointing out the safety as the most challenging issue when
it comes to vaccinating pregnant women, it is stated that
prenatal mRNA COVID-19 vaccination did not show as-
sociation with adverse immediate pregnancy outcomes
or newborn complications [34]. Injection-site pain, fa-
tigue and myalgia, as the most frequent reactions after
COVID-19 vaccination in pregnant women, were reported
at the same level among non-pregnant women [35] and
more frequent after the second dose of mRNA vaccines.
Moreover, the incidence rates of adverse pregnancy and
neonatal outcomes (fetal loss, preterm birth, and neonatal

‘ DOI: https://doi.org/10.2298/SARH230812095P

death) were similar between vaccinated pregnant women
and the same population before the pandemic, but also be-
tween vaccinated and unvaccinated pregnant women dur-
ing the pandemic [30, 34]. Safety concerns of COVID-19
vaccines’ components and technological platforms were
in detailed described by Ciapponi et al. [36], whose team
did not find any evidence of pregnancy-associated safety
concerns of COVID-19 vaccines (selected for review by
the COVAX MIWG, COVID-19 Vaccines Global Access-
Maternal Immunization Working Group) or their compo-
nents and platforms when used in other vaccines. Still, vac-
cine naive and sceptics were mostly encountered amongst
nurses in our healthcare sector, even outside family plan-
ning concerns, although effects of repeated infections have
been demonstrated to influence cardiovascular morbidity,
extended absences from work, reassignment requests that
hospital systems sometime cannot fulfill, which overall
increases burnout [2, 8, 37] of an already exhausted work-
force they represent.

SRNA roundtable: March 2023

As the educational fair coincided with the International
Women’s Day, SRNA - the pioneering #SheForShe team
of Serbian academia - organized a roundtable (Figure 2)
that gathered women researchers from different areas who
discussed not only importance of their research fields in
which both their sex is rare, but sex disparities tend to
be neglected even when they influence the outcomes of
their research: biology and biodiversity[38], medicine
[2], pharmacy [39], sociology [15, 16, 40] and so many
more. From the medical standpoint, it is well know that
anatomy [41, 42, 43] and physiology mandate the response

Srp Arh Celok Lek. 2024 Nov-Dec;152(11-12):630-637



Women in science and equity in Serbia - so near, yet so far

TIPETEHARAIE POJHNY PATIMKA KAD YT
KA YHATIFEBENY JAPASCTHENE JAWITHTE #0MA

‘ muffinstore.rs
Belarade, Serbia

14 Shases i

scra
- NPHIABBHBAILE 3A EAYKAUMIY IE OBABESHO

Figure 3. The First Continuous Medical Education (CME) at the University of Belgrade, Faculty of Medicine “Gender differences recognition as
aroad to improving healthcare of women”held on February 22, 2024 (Belgrade, Serbia) was offering a six-hour-long CME and as refreshments
muffins from MuffinStore (Belgrade, Serbia) as the first family-owned catering company in Serbia that hires only women over 40 years who were

fired and cannot find employment elsewhere

to disease, as well as treatment, but still, women remain
under-represented in research trials even when women
are principal investigators [44] and despite ongoing era of
modern pharmacology in cases of drugs that exhibit clear
benefit for men in terms of long term survival and compli-
cations’ free follow up [45] and even in fields that should
be in the scope of growing research as lactating mothers
[46]. Yet, as we live in the era of sustainable development
and modernizing legislations to keep up the pace with re-
search and technology who are expected to further their
collaborations in every way and to which Serbia has com-
mitted [47], equity is also invited to this party. Fortunately,
challenging fields of under-financed research and research
talents, has found one of its loudest advocates in the LOréal
Fund for Women that has selflessly endorsed research led

Srp Arh Celok Lek. 2024 Nov-Dec;152(11-12):630-637

by women in Serbia and some of the panelists shared their
own experience as laureates or mentors of mentees whose
research projects were supported by LOréal in Serbia via
their annual grants.

CME at FMUB: 2023/2024

For the first time at the Faculty of Medicine of the
University of Belgrade (FMUB), during the school year
2023/2024, a continuous medical education (CME) pro-
gram (Figure 3) designed by basic science researchers
(41, 42, 43, 48, 49], clinicians [1, 3, 13, 18, 20, 21, 22, 45,
50-61], public health [62] and legal [63] experts was pro-
posed and approved as a six-hour-long CME credits aim-
ing to help recognize and fight discrimination of different

www.srpskiarhiv.rs ‘

633



634

patients’ populations who often carry a stigma of their sex,
gender, age, social determinants of health and personal
choices that are not judged in other parts of Europe and
the world: women, elderly, displaced people with empha-
sis on women and children, different addicts, prostitutes
and LGBTQIA+ who face endless forms of discrimination
from both medical and legal perspectives when seeking
medical help for themselves or as caregivers/partners of
ill or hospitalized LGBTQIA+ patient. The first, inaugural
CME had been planned to be held during the “16 days of
activism” of 2023 at the Ceremonial Hall, but eventually
pushed for Heart Month of the AHA, i.e., February 2024,
due to logistic reasons and it scored a remarkable 4.93/5
per FMUB’s reports in Summer 2024 which encouraged
the team to pursue re-accreditation in the 2024/2025 and
promote further the round-table concept that encourages
participants to exchange more easily on experience, advice
seeking and ideas for improvement needed in their respec-
tive areas and medical and legal practices. The CME was
endorsed by the Ministry of Education of the Republic
of Serbia led by Professor Slavica Buki¢-Dejanovi¢, the
Office of the Commissioner for Protection of Equality of
the Republic of Serbia Ms. Brankica Jankovi¢ and office of
UN WOMEN in Serbia in particular Ms. Milana Rikanovi¢
and Ms. Nevena Marceta.

“AND, WHAT NOW?” EN LIEU DE DISCUSSION

Discrimination in all walks of life comes in all sizes, shapes
and colors and never goes under the DEIB radar where
one is fully in function. Regrettably, in different corners
of the world where one lacks in function of local poli-
tics, we — on the verge of the second quarter of the 21st
century — witness girls and young women being stripped
off their basic human rights as rights to education and
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Women in science and equity in Serbia - so near, yet so far

XeHe y Hayuu 1 pasHonpasHocT y Cpbuju —

TaKo 6113y, a TaKo 4anexko

burbara Mapanua', Bocuibka HrikaHosuh Tetnkosuh? Catba MoayHaBal KyamaHoBuh?, [iparaHa by6arba‘,

Munuua Hyposuh', Cnasuua Hykuh [ejaHoBrh®, JeneHa berosuh®, AHactasuja Crojwmh Munocasmesuh’, AHa baHKo®,
Mwupsat AnacHar®, JonaHTa Cunep Matyna'®, Pagmuna Jankosuh'', AHa Crapuesuh'?, [laHujena Tnocasmesuh',
AnekcaHppa byxa hophesuh'*, MupjaHa Ryk'®, JosaHa Mpaxosaw?, Aiparan Cumuh', Munan AHToHnjeBuh'S, Mpko Mpkuh'?,

Hanet Kac BeHrep'®, Bnagumup Karbyx'®

'YHuBep3utet y beorpagy, MeguumHckn dakynteT, YHUBep3uUTeTCKI KNMHUYKM LieHTap Cpbuje, KnuHuka 3a kapauonorujy, beorpag,

Cpbuja;

2Ynueepautet y beorpagy, MeanunHcki dakyntet, MIHCTUTYT 3a coupnjanty MmeauumHy, LLkona jaBHor 3apaBba, beorpag, Cpbuja;

*YHusep3uTtet y Hosom Cagy, TexHonowku pakyntet, Hosu Cag, Cpbuja;

*YHuBep3uTeT y Kparyjesuy, Gakyntet MeguLMHCKIX HayKa, KnuHuKa 3a eHpokpuHonorujy, Kparyjesau, Cpbuja;

YHuBep3uTeT y Kparyjesuy, DakynteT MeANLMHCKNX HayKa, KnHuka 3a ncuxujatpujy, Kparyjesau, Cp6uja;

YHnsep3uTeT y beorpagy, IHCTUTYT MoneKynapHe reHeTUKe 1 reHeTCKOT NHxXetbepuHra, beorpag, Cpbuja;

’Ynneep3uTet y HoBom Cagy, MeguumHckm dakyntet, UIHCTUTYT 3a KapguosackynapHe 6onectu BojsoguHe ,Cpemcka Kamennua’, Hosm

Cap, Cpbuja;

8YHneep3uTet y beorpagy, MegnunHcku dakyntet, UIHCTUTYT 3a Mukpobuonorujy n umyHonorujy, beorpag, Cpbuja;
°BojHa 6onHuua,Kpamns Oaxa’, KapanosackynapHu LenTap, Llena, Cayaunjcka Apabuja;

"MepnunHckn yHuBep3uTeT y beuy, bey, Ayctpuja;

"YHuBep3urteT y beorpagy, MeauuuHckn dakyntet, HctuyT 3a natonorujy, beorpag, Cp6buja;
2YHuBep3urteT y beorpagy, MeauumnHckn dakyntet, UHcTuTyT 3a aHatomujy, beorpag, Cpbuja;
3YHuBep3uTeT y beorpagy, MeauuuHckn dakyntet, XymaHucTuuKe Hayke, beorpag, Cpbuja;

“YHuep3ureT y beorpagy, ®apmaueytckn dakynteT, beorpag, Cpbuja;

*YHusep3uteT y Hoom Capgy, MpupogHo-matematnukm dpakyntet, Hosu Cag, Cpbuja;

YHuBep3uTeT y beorpagy, ®unosodcku dakyntet, beorpag, Cpbuja;

"Yuneep3utet CunrupyHym, Qakyntet 3a meguje n KomyHuKauwje, beorpag, Cpbuja;
'8YHuBep3uteT EMopu, MeaunumnHckn dakynTeT, LieHTap 3a eHcko cpue, AtnanTa, Llopunja, Cjeanrbene Amepuuke [ipxase;

“Cpncka akagemuja Hayka 1 ymeTHocTu, Beorpag, Cpbuja

CAXETAK

KoHLenT pa3HONMKOCTY, jeAHAKOCTU, MHKY3Kje 1 Npunag-
HOCTU KJ/byYaH je 3a NCTpaXkMBayKe 1 akageMcke nporpame v
WHCTUTYLWje Wnpom cBeTa. MehyTnm, nako xeHe He 3a0CTajy
33 MyLWKapLMma NPUIMKOM ynuca u Aunnomvparba Ha yHu-
Bep3uTtetma y Cpbuju, npaBegHO NMAEPCTBO TO YMHU, LUTO
[0AATHO OTeXKaBa MCXOe Ha CBaKM HauVH: of TPaHCaLVoHe
HayKe, MPeKO 3ApaBCTBEHE 3alUTUTE, Na CBE A0 3aKOHOAABHUX
Harnopa 3a 3alTUTY AeLle, XeHa 1 cTapujux aoba. Mako HaBepfe-
HW MOjMOBM MOTY M3rnefatv Hanuk [‘art-pour-l'art npobnemuma
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Kafa ce yrnopege ca nyKum npexunBrbaBakbeM y PpaTHAM 30Hama
Ha ABa KOHTVHEHTa 1 CBUM NPob6ieMrMa ca KojMa ce »KeHe
CyoyaBajy TOKOM pacesbaBatba, Kao 1 yckpahvBatbem npasa
Ha 06pa3oBatbe, 3APABCTBEHY 3aLUTUTY U CNIOGOLHO M3paXKa-
Batb€ MULL/bEHA Ha jaBHUM MecTUMa, 6opba je HenpecTaHa
3a CBa NpaBa Koja ce rybe y TULINHM 1 TO Ha MeCTMMa rae ce
TO Hajmatbe oyeKyje. CBaKo byAcko 6rhe Mmopa Aa ce 6opu 3a
yriveTeHe 1 obecnpasrbeHe.

KrbyuHe peun: KoBu 19; NOHe pas3ivKe; pofHe PasimKe; XKeHe
Y MEOVLIMHY; KeHE Y KapAUOMOTUjI; XKeHE Y HayLu
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