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Karen’s a pace maker

orging a career in the high-risk specialty

of cardiology certainly isn’t for the

faint-hearted - especially if you are
a woman.

This male-dominated field is about operating
on a knife edge. Fast thinking, fast decisions,
fast action.

If you are going to make it as a cardiologist,
you need guts.

Someone who is clearly not lacking where
intestinal fortitude is concerned is Karen
Phillips, a ‘young gun’ who has just returned
from training at America's top heart hospital,
the Cleveland Clinic, to take up a position with
Brisbane-based Heart Care Partners, a group
of 13 cardiologists that provide consulting, non-
invasive, and procedural services in specific
areas of the heart and cardiovascular system.

Speaking to Phillips about the path that led
her to where she is today, this 35-year-old
who is already among the top in her field,
seems almost oblivious to the rareness of her
achievements.

One of just five female cardiologists currently
practicing in Queensland, Phillips was born in
Mackay, North Queensland and is a medical
graduate of the University of Queensland.
After working as a junior doctor in Townsville
for a couple of years, she followed her sense
of adventure and headed to England to work
and fund some travelling. [t was in the United
Kingdom that she had the opportunity to
implant her first cardiac pacemaker ina patient
- a defining moment that set the course for her
career in cardiology.

“When | put in my first pacemaker, | thought
it was just the ‘bee's knees’. | wanted to do
more. | was fascinated by the electrical side of
cardiology and | knew that was the area | wanted
to practice in,” Phillips explains.

Intrigued by the electrical wiring of the heart
that keeps it beating day in and day out, she
went on to complete eight further years of
training to become a heart rhythm Specialist or
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“Cardiac electrician” as she dubs herself.

Her day-to-day work entails not only implanting
cardiac pacemakers, but also performing
“keyhole surgery” by passing wires inside
patient's hearts to diagnose and treat a variety
of heart rhythm problems.

Her patients include people experiencing
problems with heart palpitations through to
survivors of a cardiac arrest.

A heavy consulting and operating schedule
makes for a lifestyle that for the moment is
career-dominated, but having identified a
healthy list of practicing goals to achieve in the
next few years, Phillips says she is happy for
work to be her focus for the time-being.

“| am happy and fulfilled giving 110%," she
says.

Fresh from her training stint in the US, she
brings back new expertise in ablation for
atrial fibrillation. The procedure is being done
Australia-wide, but the edge she brings from
the Cleveland Clinic, explains Phillips, is new
technology that will deliver improved outcomes
for patients.

And while she is unperturbed by being
surrounded by mostly male colleagues every
day; “Being one of the few females in this field
is not an issue for me at all”, she is passionate
about the “value” her status as a female
cardiologist holds for female patients.

“| think it is important for females to have
access to a female cardiologist,” Phillips
explains.

“Heart disease remains the number one
cause of death for women in Australia, but
unfortunately, the statistics we see and the
medical texts we read focus largely on men.”

“| believe the assessment of women in relation
to heart disease has to be different to that
which is applied to men and equally then the
approach to their care has to be different,”
she says.

Phillip’s works largely out of Heart Care
Partners’ new $2.5million cardiac facilities at

“When I put in my first
pacemaker, | thought
it was just the ‘bee’s
knees’. | wanted to do
more. | was fascinated
by the electrical side of
cardiology and | knew
that was the area |
wanted to practice in.”

the Ramsay Specialist centre at Greenslopes
Private Hospital - the facility was officially
opened in February by Queensland Health
Minister Stephen Robertson. She also makes
regular trips to the regional centre of Emerald
to conduct a cardiac outreach clinic.

In forging a career in cardiology, Phillips says
she has found the perfect fit.

“I think I’'m just well suited to this job - I'm
easy-going, | keep my cool during emergencies
and | just love fixing things”.

“[And] I've always thought | could do anything
| put my mind to.”



