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Willard Cates, Jr
Public health advocate and pioneering 
epidemiologist in HIV/AIDS and women’s 
reproductive health. Born on Nov 16, 1942, in 
Cleveland, OH, USA, he died from 
leiomyosarcoma on March 17, 2016, in Chapel 
Hill, NC, USA, aged 73 years. 

The mantra of Willard “Ward” Cates was “win, win”. 
For decades, he led multidisciplinary teams conducting 
complex clinical trials and programmes that investigated 
the eff ectiveness of contraception technologies and HIV 
treatment and prevention methods. In each, he sought 
wins for everyone involved—from the scientists developing 
new methods for HIV prevention to people, particularly 
women, whom he believed should be empowered to 
control their own destiny. “He was a pioneer in women’s 
health. He never lost touch with his deep commitment 
to women’s health, whether it be reproductive health or 
protecting women from HIV infection”, says Wafaa El-Sadr, 
Director of ICAP at Columbia University’s Mailman School 
of Public Health in New York. 

Cates became the fi rst chief of the Abortion Surveillance 
Branch of the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) just after the landmark 1973 Roe versus Wade 
Supreme Court decision. There he studied the epidemiology 
of abortion, including the eff ects of abortion on subsequent 
reproduction and methods to prevent injury and mortality 
associated with legal and illegal procedures. “He was a 
champion for the science of understanding abortion 
through surveillance. He always did what the science said 
was right and his work led to safer abortion procedures”, says 
Timothy Mastro, Director of Global Health, Population and 

Nutrition at the non-profi t FHI 360. “He was a champion for 
the rights of women to control their own destinies and risks.” 

In 1982, Cates became the Director of the CDC’s Division of 
STD Prevention as the HIV/AIDS epidemic began. He worked 
to integrate HIV prevention methods into the organisation’s 
control programmes for sexually transmitted diseases and 
led early clinical trials that showed antiretrovirals could be 
used for HIV prevention as well as for treatment. “He had 
a long and illustrious career in public health”, says El-Sadr. 
“It was such a treat to hear him recount the history of HIV 
prevention research…the triumphs and disappointments.” 
Cates continued that work as Chair of the US National 
Institute of Health’s HIV Prevention Trials Network (HPTN) 
and was engaged in guiding the group until just days before 
his death. “He set in place how our network was structured 
and set the tone for how we work together. The collegial, 
friendly relationships we enjoy are Ward’s priceless legacy”, 
says El-Sadr. “He connected with so many people. He had a 
remarkable intellect and clarity of thought. At the same time, 
he was pragmatic and realistic. He was a leader in the fi eld yet 
fundamentally so genuine and approachable.” 

Cates joined FHI 360 in 1994 and became President of 
its Institute for Family Health in 1998. There, he helped 
design a trial involving 900 women in southern Africa 
that found a 39% reduction in HIV acquisition in women 
off ered a microbicide vaginal gel. “He was a highly eff ective 
advocate for developing trials that could answer questions 
to improve reproductive and sexual health of marginalised 
populations”, says Kenneth Mayer, Co-Chair and Medical 
Research Director at the Fenway Institute in Boston. “He 
was extraordinarily genial, had a very positive outlook 
and was highly eff ective in communicating opportunities 
aff orded by investments in research.”

Cates studied history as an undergraduate in the USA at 
Yale University and as a graduate student at King’s College, 
University of Cambridge, UK. He received both his medical 
degree and a masters degree in public health from Yale School 
of Medicine in 1971. He was an intern in internal medicine at 
the University of Virginia in 1971 and completed his residency 
in preventive medicine at the CDC in 1977. He directed CDC’s 
Division of Training that oversaw the Epidemic Intelligence 
Service. He was a member of the US Institute of Medicine, 
and during his career published more than 450 articles and 
received many awards for his work. Cates is survived by his 
wife, Joan; two daughters, Deborah Cates Knighton and Sarah 
Cates Parker, and four grandchildren. “Ward Cates had special 
gifts as a mentor to aspiring researchers and investigators”, 
says Chris Beyrer, Professor at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg 
School of Public Health and President of the International 
AIDS Society. “He was welcoming, patient, and inspiring—
and led by example with a striking mix of scientifi c rigor and 
clarity about doing the right thing for those in need.”
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