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Dr Naureen Mushtaq is a dedicated specialist
in paediatric neuro-oncology, committed to
advancing the diagnosis, treatment, and
research of paediatric brain tumours in
Pakistan. As Director of the country’s first
Paediatric Neuro-Oncology Fellowship
Programme at Aga Khan University Hospital,
she has had the privilege of training and
mentoring the next generation of specialists.
She also established Pakistan’s first Paediatric
Brain Tumour Board, facilitating over 770
multidisciplinary case discussions across 13
hospitals to improve patient outcomes. Her
passion for precision medicine in LMICs has
driven awareness of integrated molecular
diagnostics in brain tumour diagnosis, which
will soon be available in Pakistan.

She initiated Pakistan’s first twinning
collaboration for paediatric neuro-oncology
with SickKids Hospital in Toronto, bringing
global best practices to local children. She has
led the development of national clinical
guidelines and capacity-building initiatives,
including the Pakistan Paediatric Neuro-

 www.s iop-on l ine .com

PAKISTAN

WOMEN LEADERS ALMANAC

“Medicine is to
cure sometimes,
to relieve often,
to comfort
always.”
”



PAKISTANNAUREEN MUSHTAQ 

Oncology Symposia, fostering education and
research in the region. Her work has been
recognised both nationally and internationally.
Through research, advocacy, and mentorship,
she strives to shape the future of paediatric
neuro-oncology and improve the lives of
children battling brain tumours.

 
Throughout my career, I have been fortunate to have
mentors and relationships that have profoundly influenced
my journey in paediatric oncology. Two individuals stand
out: my first mentor, Dr Zehra Fadoo, who inspired me to
enter paediatric oncology, and Dr Eric Bouffet, who changed
my perspective on my own potential. He supported me
through my highs and lows, helping me realise I could
develop paediatric neuro-oncology in Pakistan.

Dr Fadoo, a senior oncologist, shaped my clinical approach
and understanding of paediatric oncology. As a young
doctor, I was often overwhelmed by the complexity of
cancer cases and the emotional toll of treating young
patients. She provided not only technical guidance but also
taught me to practise medicine with empathy, resilience, and
unwavering commitment. She reminded me that beyond
medicine, our role is to provide comfort, hope, and dignity—
values that continue to guide me daily.

Dr Bouffet’s mentorship changed my life. In a country where
specialists are still striving to develop multidisciplinary teams
for common paediatric cancers, he made me believe I could
do the impossible. He has been my unwavering support and
my inspiration to pursue paediatric neuro-oncology. His
guidance reinforced my commitment not only to advancing
treatment but also to advocating for holistic, patient-centred
care. The bond I share with him deepened my purpose and
solidified my passion for this field.

These two individuals taught me lessons that medical books
never could: the power of mentorship, the impact of
relationships, and the privilege of being a healer.

One of the biggest challenges I faced was managing the
emotional toll of working with patients with the highest
mortality and morbidity rates. Witnessing children battle
brain tumours, supporting their families, and sometimes
losing patients was emotionally devastating. At times, I
questioned whether I was strong enough to endure the
heartbreak. However, I learned to channel my emotions into
ensuring every child I treated received the best possible
care. I sought support from mentors and colleagues, who 
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reminded me that while loss is inevitable, the impact we
make on our patients’ lives—however long or short—is what
truly matters. This realisation helped me develop emotional
resilience and reaffirmed my commitment to this field.

Another significant challenge was establishing a specialty
that was previously non-existent in my country. Building a
multidisciplinary team, particularly with neurosurgeons—who
can be some of the toughest colleagues in medicine—was a
formidable task. However, through persistence and hard
work, they have become my greatest allies in improving care
for children with brain tumours in Pakistan.

In this rapidly evolving field, balancing high expectations, an
intense workload, and my personal life has been another
challenge. The long hours, emotionally demanding cases, and
the constant need for professional growth made it difficult
to find time for myself and my loved ones. I struggled with
burnout, feeling as though I was losing myself in the process.
To overcome this, I learned the importance of setting
boundaries, prioritising self-care, and leaning on my support
system. I carved out time for activities that rejuvenated me,
such as spending time with family, listening to music, and
travelling—my greatest passion.

Balancing a demanding career in paediatric oncology with
personal responsibilities has been a continuous learning
process. Early on, I struggled with guilt—feeling I wasn’t
present enough for my family or myself. Over time, I found
strategies to maintain equilibrium.

One of the most important lessons was setting boundaries.
While my profession is incredibly demanding, I realised that
maintaining my well-being required carving out time for my
loved ones. Scheduling non-negotiable personal time—
whether for meals, being present for my children, travelling,
or simple daily rituals—helped me stay connected to my
personal life.

A strong support system was also crucial. My husband,
children, friends, and mentors provided emotional and
practical support, reminding me that I didn’t have to carry
the burden alone. Delegating responsibilities and asking for
help when needed became essential strategies to avoid
becoming overwhelmed.

Additionally, integrating mindfulness and self-care into my
routine helped me stay balanced. Small acts, such as taking a
walk, reading, or listening to music, allowed me to reset and
remain present. Ultimately, achieving balance is about
making conscious choices to nurture both professional
passion and personal well-being.

 

On Balancing Career and Other Life
Responsibilities

On Challenges and Overcoming Them
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If I could give advice to my 25-year-old self, I would say:
“Trust yourself more. You belong here.” I remember
doubting my abilities, feeling overwhelmed by the immense
responsibility of being a good doctor, mother, wife, and
daughter, and wondering if I would ever be good enough.
Looking back, I realise that growth comes with experience,
and every challenge shapes you into the person you are
meant to be. I would remind myself to embrace the journey,
be patient, and never lose sight of why I chose this path.

To young professionals entering paediatric oncology, my
advice is to stay resilient and compassionate. This field is one
of the most rewarding yet emotionally demanding specialties
in medicine. There will be days of heartbreak and
exhaustion, but there will also be moments of profound
impact, where you witness the incredible strength of
children and families facing unimaginable challenges. Let
those moments fuel your passion. Seek mentorship, lean on
your family and friends, and never stop learning. Above all,
take care of yourself. Your journey will be tough, but it will
also be one of the most fulfilling paths you could ever
choose.

My Words of Wisdom for the Next
Generation of Female Leaders 


