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Introduction

The Queenan Global Health International Agency Fellowship is a unique opportunity for
Maternal-Fetal Medicine Fellows to participate in the World Health Organization's (WHO)
guideline development process, providing technical support for systematic evidence-based
reviews and contributing clinical knowledge and expertise in formulating maternal and perinatal
health recommendations published at the global level. Additionally, fellows receive mentorship
from a senior scientist at the WHO and international collaborators. Fellows receive training in
systematic review methods and use these skills to conduct research that can shape global
maternal health policy.

| was fortunate to spend my fellowship working with Dr. Doris Chou and the experts in the
Department of Sexual Reproductive Health and Research (SRH) at the WHO in Geneva,
Switzerland, as well as with Dr. Joshua Vogel and his team of experts in systematic review
methods at the Burnet Institute in Melbourne, Australia. | further benefited from the remote
mentorship of Dr. Blair Wylie, an expert on global women’s health and climate change.

US-based preparation and training in systematic review methods

To capitalize on my time with Drs. Chou and Vogel, | undertook training in systematic review
methods prior to the international component of my fellowship. Using funding from the
Queenan Award, | completed an online Cochrane course on systematic review methods. This
training was immediately put to use. Dr. Chou introduced me to former Queenan fellows, Drs.
Fonge and Pineles, who were conducting a series of systematic reviews on the management of
sickle cell disease in pregnancy. | participated in a full-text review and data extraction for the
systematic review on medication management for women with sickle cell disease and was able
to put my theoretical training to practical use (Fonge, Y. N., K. D. Barbour, S. Boudova, J.
Sothornwit, C. Ngamjarus, P. Pattanittum, et al. 2025. “Antenatal Medication Management for
Women with Sickle-Cell Disease: A Systematic Review.” Pregnancy 1, no. 4.).

During this preparation phase, | also began to formulate my own research proposal: a scoping
review of the impact of climate change on vector-borne disease in pregnancy. This topic was
selected based on discussions with Drs. Chou and Wylie, meshing our areas of expertise with
public health policy needs. Using Queenan funding, | hired a research librarian to develop a
search strategy and train me in the design of scoping review protocols.

A final component of the planning phase was determining the timing of my travels to the WHO
to maximize my experience. We ultimately decided that it would be most educational for me to
be present for the Sickle Cell Disease Guideline Development Group (GDG) meeting in the fall
and the Policy and Coordination Committee (PCC) meeting for the Human Reproduction Special
Programme (HRP) in the spring.
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WHO- Part |, Sickle Cell Guidelines and Quality Assured Medicines

| spent six weeks at the WHO in the fall working with Dr. Chou and the SRH team. | was able to
participate in the weekly SRH team meeting and helped work on the Evidence-to-Decision
Frameworks for the PICO questions that the GDG had previously agreed upon. | reviewed the
literature and drafted the background resource requirement sections. It was an incredible
experience to see this data presented at the GDG meeting and hear the debate surrounding the
guidelines. It provided invaluable insights into the process behind guideline development. It was
also amazing to hear the perspectives of so many experts in the field. The guidelines that |
worked on, which were discussed at this meeting, have since been published (WHO
recommendations on the management of sickle cell disease during pregnancy, childbirth, and
the interpregnancy period. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2025).

While | was in Geneva, | also had the opportunity to attend portions of the Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU) Assembly, including a breakfast on “Parliamentary actions to improve maternal
health: Improving access to quality-assured medicines”. This provided a very different
perspective on how international guidelines are actually implemented. While the GDG was
composed of physicians, scientists, and subject-matter experts, the IPU was composed of
politicians with different knowledge bases and priorities. Being able to see both of these
meetings, | was able to appreciate the incredible amount of work and the nuance that goes into
taking clinical research, turning it into policy and norms, then making it a political priority that
can ultimately be funded and implemented.

During my time in Europe, | was also able to use the Queenan funds to attend the first-ever
SMFM Global Conference in Rome. | was able to see cutting-edge research and appreciate it
from a global perspective. | was also able to network with colleagues from around the world
and with SMFM leadership. | was also very proud to see a medical student whom | had
mentored present a poster on our research at the meeting (Deen AS, Yapundich MT, Boudova S,
Oppong S. Prevalence of Congenital Anomalies Detected through Detailed Anatomy Ultrasound
at a Referral Hospital in Ghana. SMFM Global Congress, Rome, Italy, 2024).

Systematic and scoping reviews at the Burnet Institute

Dr. Chou introduced me to Dr. Vogel and his team at the Burnet Institute, given their expertise in
systematic and scoping reviews relating to global women’s health, as well as the strong
institutional interest in vector-borne diseases and climate change. | spent six weeks in
Melbourne working with Dr. Vogel and his team. | attended research meetings and made
invaluable research connections. During my time in Melbourne, | finalized and registered the
scoping review protocol on Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/5tnja/overview). | also
completed the abstract screening and data extraction tool. In addition to my own project, |
became involved in other work being conducted on maternal health, including a systematic
review of uterine packing for postpartum hemorrhage. This work is currently under revision for
publication (Makama M, Ferguson A, Connolly M, Boudova S, Aziz S, Romero L, Vogel J. Safety
and effectiveness of uterine gauze packing for refractory postpartum haemorrhage: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. BJOG- An International Journal of Obstetrics & Gynaecology). | also
helped with ultrasound review and clinical expertise on pre-eclampsia for the PEARLS trial
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(Preventing pre-eclampsia: Evaluating AspiRin Low-dose regimens following risk Screening).
During my time in Australia, | learned an incredible amount about systematic review study
design and have developed a network of colleagues with whom | hope to collaborate for years
to come.

WHO- Part I, the PCC meeting

Following my time in Australia, | returned to the WHO for the PCC meeting and to reconnect
with Dr. Chou. | was also able to meet with leaders from SMFM who were in attendance at the
meeting. The PCC meeting included the Director’s Annual Report, the report from the Scientific
and Technical Advisory Group, the Gender and Rights Advisory Panel, civil society perspectives,
technical discussions, and budget discussions. | was able to observe how high-level public health
policy decisions are discussed and adopted.

Career mentorship

Beyond the technical training in systematic reviews and observation of WHO processes, one of
the greatest benefits of the Queenan fellowship was the mentorship | received. Dr. Chou
introduced me to experts in the field and facilitated connections and collaborations that | will
carry forward in my career. Drs. Chou, Vogel, and Wylie are all extraordinary role models and
provided invaluable advice about how to embark on a research career in global health, with a
focus on studies that can impact policy. Their mentorship was particularly timely and
appreciated, given the dramatic shift that occurred in the global health landscape over the
course of my fellowship.

Ongoing work and future directions

| am still collaborating with colleagues at the Burnet Institute, and we are working to complete
the scoping review of the impact of climate change on vector-borne disease in pregnancy. We
have completed the abstract and full-text review and are nearing completion of data extraction.
Our goal is to submit for publication by the end of the year.

My time as a Queenan Global Health Fellow was exceptionally rewarding and has helped to
direct my career. | am now an Assistant Professor of Maternal-Fetal Medicine and Director of
the Perinatal Global Health Program at the University of Illinois Chicago. | am writing this report
from Accra, Ghana, where | am working with collaborators on research relating to the
pathophysiology and management of sickle cell disease in pregnancy. It is amazing to be
discussing the WHO guidelines on sickle cell disease in pregnancy, which | contributed to as a
fellow, and debating whether we should be routinely offering hydroxyurea. My experience with
Dr. Chou has helped to direct my global health research interests to an area that | know is of
critical importance globally. | also have a more nuanced understanding of the types of studies
that are needed to direct global health policy.
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