
apt. Marlene 

DeMaio, MD, USN 

first fell in love with 

orthopaedics in medical 

school in the early 1980s. “It 

was like I’d died and gone to 

heaven,” she remembered. 

As a student at Hahnemann University, 
now part of Drexel University College 
of Medicine, Capt. DeMaio was sent 
to Robert Packer Hospital in rural 
Pennsylvania. Despite warnings from 
her advisors that orthopaedics was 
considered a rough-and-tumble field, 
still an exceptional choice for women, 
Capt. DeMaio was accepted into the 
orthopaedics program at Yale School 
of Medicine and thrived. 

Explained Capt. DeMaio, “My father, a 
pulmonologist, was initially hesitant, 
but he eventually saw the utility of the 
arthroscope over the bronchoscope!” 

She said she also enjoyed support from 
most colleagues and physicians, but 
remembers occasional resistance, such 

as the time when she was chief resident 
consulting with an older male patient.

“My team looked like a bunch of 
linemen—in fact, three of them were 
on the Yale University football team 
as undergrads.” She recalls that the 
patient thought she was the physical 
therapist, until her shocked group of 
residents corrected him. “I just said,  
‘Sir, it’s okay, I understand; if I were  
a betting man, I’d guess I wasn’t  
the resident.’”

Her wit, combined with determination 
she says she inherited from her spirited 
Italian grandmother, has served 
Capt. DeMaio well in both of her 
predominantly male career choices: 
as an orthopaedist and as a U.S. Navy 
captain in the Medical Corps. Currently 
based at the Naval Medical Center in 
Portsmouth, Va., Capt. DeMaio has 
been part of overseas missions in 
Kuwait and Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

Achieving a string  
of firsts

Capt. DeMaio has been breaking  
new ground her entire career. Most 
notably she was the first: 

	 • �Female program chair for the 
AOSSM Annual Meeting, a position 
for which she was selected by her 
Yale mentor and current AOSSM 
president, Robert A. Stanton, MD;

	 • �Military honoree for the AOSSM 
Excellence in Research Award in 
1997 for knee kinematics; 

	 • �Female winner of the Berry  
Award for Excellence in Military 
Medicine for her research on  
body armor development; 

	 • �Female head team physician at  
the U.S. Naval Academy; and 

	 • �Female orthopaedic consultant  
for Congress. 

In addition, Capt. DeMaio was recently 
awarded the inaugural Senior Female 
Physician honor for the entire U.S. 
Department of Defense. She even 
operated on President Bill Clinton 
in 1997 after he tore a quadriceps 
tendon, and got to fly on Air Force One 
(which was, she said, “totally cool”).  

Capt. DeMaio’s favorite honor, though, 
came in 2007, when she was named 
Teacher of the Year at the Navy Medical 
Center in Portsmouth. That’s due, in 
part, to the fact that her grandparents 
emigrated from Italy to the United 
States because they believed in 
the importance of education. Her 
grandmother completed 8th grade, 
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Capt. DeMaio operated on President Bill Clinton 
in 1997, after he tore a quadriceps tendon.
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and was considered the most educated 
member of the family at the time.

Caring for our troops

Because she serves in the Navy, Capt. 
DeMaio’s practice could be described 
as unusually wide-ranging—her 
patients are of all ages and involved in 
a variety of occupations and sports—
but she calls it fascinating.

During her time in the Gulf, Capt. 
DeMaio cared for troops hurt in 
sports or training injuries, and 
troops suffering combat injuries 
such as vehicular trauma and bomb 
explosions. In fall 2010, she spent two 
months serving in Guantanamo Bay 
and hopes to return to serve another 
tour in Afghanistan soon. As a more 
senior physician, she’s not required to 
go. Still, she feels it’s important to set a 
good leadership example.

“I’m 51, and [the soldiers] could be 
my kids. In the medical field, it helps if 
they see that somebody older is caring 
for them,” she said.

Supporting 
orthopaedic advances 
… financially

“We have the responsibility of giving 
[patients] the best treatment possible,” 
Capt DeMaio said. “Part of that is 
developing state-of-the-art treatments 
that make sense, and that measure up 
to the gold standard.”

Supporting education and research is 
now the cornerstone of Capt. DeMaio’s 
philanthropy. She first learned about 
OREF as a resident, through current 

Yale Orthopaedics Chief and OREF 
Clinical Research Award recipient 
Gary E. Friedlaender, MD. Supporting 
OREF’s mission, it seemed to her, was a  
logical extension of the Hypocratic Oath.

Capt. DeMaio became a member in 
the Alfred R. Shands Jr., MD Circle, 
which permanently funds orthopaedic 
research and education. Donors 
either make a minimum $20,000 cash 
contribution within five years or a 
deferred gift of $50,000 or more. 

For the past four years, Capt. DeMaio 
also has been an Order of Merit donor, 
contributing $1,000 or more to OREF’s 
Annual Campaign.

“OREF research grant recipients go 
through a very tough process with a 
very high level of scrutiny,” she said. 
“OREF is in the business of funding 
high-quality research, and if you look 
at the body of research that’s come 
out of the Foundation, it’s got a very 
high success rate.”

Supporting OREF, Capt. DeMaio said, 
is particularly important now that the 
options for corporate donations have 
changed. OREF has designed funding 
opportunities, such as the Clinician 
Development Program, specifically 
to provide companies with an 
opportunity to support orthopaedics 
while complying with best practices 
for independence and transparency.

“We’re in a period of transition,” she 
said. “Over time, OREF will have a more 
critical role helping corporations to 
focus on target-rich environments. 
Partnerships will be better defined. 
OREF is going to be a leader in that.”

… in the laboratory

Capt. DeMaio makes time  for her own 
research, including helping to devise 
The Interceptor, the body armor soldiers 
are currently wearing in the field. 
She stressed the need for continued 
research, especially to develop 
lightweight, flexible armor.  She also is 
conducting a clinical trial evaluating 
two hyaluronic acid products for long-
term effects on knee cartilage.

But most of her work is clinical,  
and she realizes how easy it can 
be to forget the vast amount of 
research required to develop any new 
orthopaedic device or procedure. 
That’s why she encourages all 
orthopaedists to contribute to OREF: 
Don’t be out-of-sight, out-of-mind.

“There’s something we do every day, 
for every patient, that has come from 
orthopaedic research, and a lot of that 
has been funded by OREF.”  
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Capt. DeMaio  
was named 
Teacher of the 
Year at the Navy 
Medical Center  
in Portsmouth  
in 2007.

Capt. DeMaio 
with her practice 
partner, Claude D. 
Anderson, MD.
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