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Member Spotlight November 2024 – Maud Mwakasungula 
A community is nothing without its members. Every month, we celebrate the most engaged user on UICC Connect in a short interview. 
This series is all about shining a spotlight on our wonderful members and their work, to learn more about how they came to be where they are and doing what they do in the cancer community. 
This month we sat down with Maud Mwakasungula, Executive Director of the Women Coalition Against Cancer in Malawi – WOCACA, a non-profit, non-governmental organization founded in 2013 with the aim to contribute towards cancer control by empowering women and their families through awareness education, training, research, lobbying and advocacy, mobilization and networking. 
1. WOCACA was founded and is led by women and girls who have been directly or indirectly affected by cancer. What inspired you to work in the cancer control space, and how has this passion evolved throughout your career?
My journey into the cancer control space was deeply personal. In 2004, my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer and still living in good health, and in 2011, my mother-in-law faced leukemia which took her life in 2012. These diagnoses shook my world, exposing me to the harsh realities faced by cancer patients and their caregivers in Malawi - limited awareness, a lack of support services, and inadequate access to essential healthcare.

These experiences were eye-opening and heartbreaking, but they also ignited a profound sense of purpose in me. I realized that beyond the physical and emotional toll, cancer disproportionately affects women in ways that often go unaddressed, especially in resource-limited settings. This realization fueled my desire to create change by advocating for better cancer care and support systems in Malawi.

Over the years, this passion has evolved into a broader mission through WOCACA. What started as a personal journey of learning and healing has grown into a professional commitment to empower women and their families.  Today, I work with an incredible network of survivors, advocates, and healthcare professionals to raise awareness , help cancer survivors and advocate for policies that improve cancer prevention, early detection, and treatment. This work is about saving lives and ensuring no woman feels alone in her fight against cancer.
2. Can you share insights into your work as Executive Director of WOCACA? What are the main challenges you encounter in striving for equitable access and services of Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights (SRHR), Reproductive Cancers and other Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs) among rural women and girls in Malawi?
As the Executive Director of WOCACA, my work revolves around spearheading initiatives to improve cancer and NCD outcomes, particularly for women and girls in Malawi.  My role involves strategic leadership, mobilizing resources, advocating for policy change, and fostering partnerships that empower communities to take charge of their health.

However, the journey is not without its challenges. One of the most pressing issues is the limited access to information and education about SRHR and reproductive cancers in rural areas. Many women and girls remain unaware of the importance of early detection, preventive measures, and available services, which often leads to late-stage diagnoses.

Further, the healthcare infrastructure in rural Malawi is inadequate, with many facilities lacking essential equipment, trained personnel, and medications for NCDs, including cancer.  Financial barriers also pose key challenges - most families cannot afford the high costs of diagnosis and treatment, especially when accessing care requires travel to urban centers.

Cultural and social stigma is another hurdle. Cancer, particularly reproductive cancers, is often shrouded in silence, fear, and misconceptions. Many women face discrimination or rejection within their communities after a diagnosis, further complicating their journey to recovery.

Addressing these challenges requires various approaches.  At WOCACA, we prioritize community engagement through awareness campaigns, support groups, and education programs to break the stigma and empower women with knowledge. We also advocate for stronger government investment in healthcare infrastructure and policies that promote equitable access to SRHR and NCD services.

Building partnerships is a cornerstone of our work - collaborating with other government sectors, NGOs, healthcare providers, media and community leaders allows us to amplify our impact and reach more underserved populations. While the road is challenging, every small victory reminds us why this work is so important: to create a future where no woman or girl in Malawi is left behind in the fight against cancer and other NCDs.
3. Considering the diverse capacity building and patient support services your organisation provides, is there a particular achievement or project that you are especially proud of, and why?

One of the most impactful and fulfilling initiatives we have undertaken at WOCACA is the development and implementation of community-based cancer support groups and health champions. These support groups are a lifeline for women navigating the often overwhelming journey of cancer diagnosis, treatment, and recovery.

The support groups provide more than just emotional support- they offer practical assistance as well. Women are guided through the screening and treatment process, empowered with information about their health, and equipped with tools to manage the emotional and physical challenges of living with cancer.

Our health champions, who are community-based volunteers and survivors, play a important role in the success of this program. They serve as educators, advocates, and role models, breaking down cultural barriers, dispelling myths about cancer, and encouraging other women to seek early screening and treatment. Their work has been instrumental in creating safe spaces for women to share their experiences, reduce stigma, and build a sense of solidarity and hope.

Witnessing the resilience and strength of these women has been incredibly rewarding. Knowing that these support groups have not only improved individual lives but also promoted a ripple effect of awareness and empowerment in entire communities is what makes this achievement so special to me and to WOCACA as an organization. It is a testament to the power of grassroots efforts and the profound impact of community-driven solutions in the fight against cancer.
4. On a personal note, what hobbies or activities do you enjoy outside of your professional life, and how do they contribute to your overall well-being and effectiveness in your role?
Outside of my professional life, I find fulfillment in a variety of activities that nurture my mind, body, and spirit. Spending time in nature is one of my favourite ways to de-stress and recharge. Whether it is walking in a serene outdoor setting or simply enjoying the beauty of the natural world, these moments help me gain fresh perspectives and renewed energy to tackle the challenges of my work at WOCACA.

In addition, I deeply enjoy reading, which allows me to expand my knowledge and creativity while staying inspired. Whether it is diving into books on leadership, health, or personal growth, this habit keeps me motivated and provides valuable insights that I can apply in both my personal and professional life.

Spiritual reflection is also a key part of my routine as a believer. Taking time to pray, meditate, and reflect on my faith helps me stay grounded and aligned with my values. It reminds me of the bigger purpose behind my work and fills me with the strength and resilience needed to persevere, even in the face of challenges  in helping the vulnerable rural women and girls.
Finally, walking daily as a form of exercise is something I prioritize for my physical and mental well-being. It not only keeps me active and healthy but also serves as a wonderful opportunity to clear my mind, gather my thoughts, and stay energized throughout the day.

Together, these activities contribute greatly to my overall well-being and effectiveness in my role.  They help me stay balanced, focused, and inspired, enabling me to give my best to the mission of empowering women and families through WOCACA.
5. OPTIONAL: How do you think a platform like UICC Connect can help you and professionals in similar roles in your work? 
UICC Connect is an invaluable platform for promoting connections with cancer professionals from around the world. It facilitates the exchange of knowledge, ideas, and best practices, enabling us to learn from one another’s experiences and apply innovative solutions to local challenges.

The platform also promotes collaboration on projects, which is critical for advancing evidence-based approaches to cancer control. Access to a wealth of resources, including educational materials, policy guidelines, and case studies, equips professionals like me with the tools needed to address the complex challenges of cancer care in Malawi.

Honestly, being part of a global network strengthens our ability to advocate for improved cancer outcomes on both local and international levels. UICC Connect not only amplifies our voices but also ensures that the unique challenges faced by low-resource settings like Malawi are part of the global conversation.  This sense of solidarity and shared purpose is key to driving impactful, sustainable change in cancer control efforts.
(A warm thanks to Maud for sharing her story! Want to be featured in the next monthly spotlight? Get active on UICC Connect and you might just be the next under the spotlight ;) 
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