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Stellenbosch University (SU) awarded an honorary 
doctorate to pioneering SA social scientist and 
epidemiologist Dr Olive Shisana on 26 March at 

the institution’s March graduation. Shisana received the 
degree Doctor of Science (DSc) (Medicine and Health 
Sciences), honoris causa, at a ceremony for the Faculty of 
Medicine and Health Sciences.

She was honoured for her commitment to justice, 
evidence-based policy-making and the transformation 
of SA’s public health and research systems, and for her 
leadership in advancing science for social good.

In her acceptance speech, Shisana said she was 
privileged and proud to receive the honorary doctorate 
from SU. “As I accept this honour, I do so on behalf of all 
those who help to transform SA’s health system.”

She highlighted the university’s commitment to 
research, learning and social impact. “This explicit 
commitment to excellence, inclusivity and collaboration 
drives efforts to strengthen the health system and 
advance health equity in SA and beyond.”

Shisana also recounted how she collaborated with 
colleagues at SU to establish the pioneering online HIV/
AIDS management programme at the university, which has 
trained over 5 000 students from 40 countries, including 
600 with Master’s degrees.

“Many of these graduates now serve in senior positions 
in government, international organisations and civil 
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society, as well as health systems across Africa. We have 
shaped what would become one of the most influential 
academic training initiatives in HIV and public health on 
the African continent.”

She called on SU to prioritise training curricula and 
institutional partnerships that equip future health 
professionals to provide universal health coverage services 
across SA and on the continent, as we move toward the 
United Nations programme on universal health coverage.

About Dr Shisana
As a pioneering social scientist and epidemiologist, 
Dr Olive Shisana has helped shape the country’s public 
health sector.

She served as Director-General in the Department of 
Health during President Nelson Mandela’s administration, 
where she played a central role in the post-apartheid 
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reconstruction of public health. She was also the chief 
executive officer of the Human Sciences Research Council 
(HSRC) for 10 years. Under her leadership, SA conducted 
its first national population-based HIV surveys, which 
provided critical data for policy and advocacy. Since then, 
the survey has been repeated five times between 2005 and 
2022, and Shisana  continues to provide technical support 
to the HSRC on the longitudinal analysis of the data.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, she served as a global 
co-chair of the ACT-A Facilitation Council (2020 - 2022), 
which comprised approximately 33 countries across high-, 
middle- and low-income contexts. She helped guide the 
international community’s pandemic response with clarity, 
courage and integrity.

She was also awarded the Order of the Baobab, 
a Presidential honour bestowed on SA citizens for 
distinguished service in the fields of HIV/AIDS science 
and community service. 

Shisana, who holds a DSc in epidemiology from the 
Johns Hopkins (now Bloomberg) School of Public Health, 
has also worked at the WHO, where she was responsible 
for programmes on HIV/AIDS, reproductive health and 
women’s and child health.

WW celebrates
SAMA Women’s Wing warmly celebrates the 
conferment of an honorary doctorate on Dr Olive 
Shisana by Stellenbosch University – a truly well-
deserved honour in recognition of an exceptional 
career in public health.

Dr Shisana is a pioneering epidemiologist and 
respected leader who has consistently shaped SA’s 
health policy landscape through evidence-based 
research and principled leadership. Her dedication, 
intellectual rigour and unwavering commitment 
to health equity have inspired generations of 
healthcare professionals and strengthened the 
country’s public health system.

“As an organisation, we commend Dr Shisana’s 
outstanding contribution to advancing universal 
access to healthcare, and her influential leadership 
during some of the most challenging periods in 
global public health. She embodies the highest 
ideals of the medical and scientific professions, and 
this recognition is both fitting and richly deserved,” 
said Dr Sisanda Mabude, SAMA Women’s Wing 
committee member.
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BOOK CORNER FOR DOCTORS
From real-life patient stories to ethical challenges in medicine, these 
books offer valuable insights every doctor should explore. 
•	 Being Mortal: Medicine and What Matters in the End, by Atul Gawande. 

Explores end-of-life care and the importance of considering patients’ 
wishes.

•	 The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, by Rebecca Skloot. Chronicles the 
story of HeLa cells and raises ethical questions about medical research

•	 How Doctors Think, by Jerome Groopman. Explores the decision-making 
process in medicine and the potential pitfalls in diagnosis and treatment.

•	 The House of God, by Samuel Shem. A novel that provides insights into 
the challenges and dark humour of medical training.

•	 Complications: A Surgeon’s Notes on an Imperfect Science, by Atul 
Gawande. Examines the complexities and uncertainties in medicine.

•	 When Breath Becomes Air, by Paul Kalanithi. A memoir by a 
neurosurgeon facing a terminal illness, reflecting on life, death and the 
meaning of work.

•	 My Own Country: A Doctor’s Story, by Abraham Verghese. A memoir 
by a physician reflecting on his experiences treating patients with HIV/
AIDS in rural Tennessee.

•	 The Emperor of All Maladies, by Siddhartha Mukherjee. The author 
recounts centuries of discoveries, setbacks, victories and deaths in the 
fight against cancer, told through the eyes of his predecessors and peers.

Source: www.thedoctorpreneuracademy.com.
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