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James William Bruce Douglas

The James Spence Medal was presented to Dr
James Douglas on 12 April 1984 by Sir Peter Tizard,
President of the British Paediatric Association, who
gave the following citation:

The James Spence Medal was first struck in 1960,
six years after the death of the man who was a
founder member of the British Paediatric Association
and its President in 1950-1, and whose name we
wished to commemorate. Since then there have
been 22 recipients of the Medal, either paediatricians
or scientists, or both, and I like to think that Sir
James would have approved of the choice of each
and every one of them. But I am convinced that he
would not have approved of any one of the highly
distinguished past recipients of the Medal more than
of Dr James William Bruce Douglas whose life work
has been closely related to one of Sir James Spence's
greatest interests in his professional life.
Dr Douglas received his medical education at

Magdalen College, Oxford and St Bartholomew's
Hospital, qualifying BM in 1939. During his under-
graduate career he had studied and written a thesis
on 'Primate Behaviour' under the supervision of Dr
Zuckerman. After qualification he continued to
work in the Departments of Anatomy-and Physi-
ology in Oxford. During the war years he served as a
scientific officer in the Ministry of Social Security
again under the supervision of Dr Zuckerman.
However, in 1945 he embarked on what was to
prove his life's work and was appointed Director of
the Maternity Survey of the Joint Committee of the
Royal College of Obstetricians and Population
Investigation Committee. Incidentally the vice-
chairman of this committee was Professor A A
Moncrieff who was the first recipient of the James
Spence Medal, and one of its members was Dr
Dermod MacCarthy, also a recipient of the James
Spence Medal.
Dr Douglas's team identified all babies born in

Great Britain in a week in March 1946. These
numbered 13 687 and the report on maternity
services arising from this survey was published less
than two years later-without the help of compu-
ters! The survey broke new ground; it brought home
to the country the highly unsatisfactory state of
maternity services at that time when only a minority
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of babies were born in hospital and a mother to be
had to claim special priority to be admitted. Even
then the services were poor, under staffed, and
under provided. His recommendation that antenatal
care should be organised on a community basis is
one that has frequently been repeated subsequently
but never put into effect! However, his report
undoubtedly did have a crucially important effect on
the expansion of maternity services that followed
the setting up of the National Health Service.
Having acquired information about these 13 687

children, Dr Douglas wisely decided that he should
not lose touch with them. To make the sample
manageable for follow up purposes it was reduced to
5362 in a way that made it fully representative of
social class and so on. The results of follow up
studies were published in three books: 'Children
under Five' published in 1958, 'The Home and the
School' published in 1964, and 'All our Future',
published in 1968. The first book was concerned
mainly with the health of the cohort, the second with
primary education, and the third with secondary
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education. Each book is packed with information of
great interest to paediatricians; for instance the
influence of social class and home background on
health, the efficiency of maternal care, accidents,
the consequences of separation of mother and child,
and the relationships between innate ability and
scholastic attainment in terms of social class, of
parents' and of teachers' expectations. The immense
pains that were taken to assemble accurate data
have resulted in a gold mine of information that is
still being quarried. To give one example, Dr
Douglas published in 1975 a study of early hospital
admissions and later disturbances of behaviour and
learning. For those of you who are not familiar with
this paper I had better give you the reference since
you will find it useful in arguments with your
non-paediatric colleagues who doubt the harmful
effects of admission to hospital in early childhood. It
is in Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology
for 1975, Volume 17, pages 456-80. His study
provided unexpected evidence that one admission to
hospital for more than one week's duration or
repeated admissions before the age of 5 years were
associated with an increased risk of behaviour
disturbance and poor reading ability in adolescence.
And this relationship was shown to be independent
of social class, of the reasons for the admissions to
hospital, and of physical disabilities in those who
had been admitted.

I should have told you that while Dr Douglas
continued to carry out the same important studies, it
was from three different locations. In 1954 he
became Senior Lecturer and subsequently Reader in
Social Medicine and Public Health at the University
of Edinburgh and in 1962 Director of the Medical
Research Council Unit on Environmental Factors in
Mental and Physical Illness at the London School of
Economics.

Just as important as the specific findings of Dr
Douglas's studies has been the fact that he was really
the progenitor of all the longitudinal epidemiologi-
cal studies of childhood that have followed. I have
particularly in mind the National Birthday Trust
Surveys of 1958 and 1970 in which our member,
Professor Neville Butler, has played such an impor-
tant role. Incidentally, I regard it as a sad misfortune
that a fourth survey was not carried out in 1982.

I do not think that Dr Douglas would claim to be
responsible for the Thousand Family Survey carried

out in Newcastle upon Tyne on babies born in May
and June-1947. Although his own studies preceded
those initiated by Sir James Spence, I understand
from Dr Frederick Miller, who has been involved in
all the Newcastle studies, that they did not have
prior consultations with Dr Douglas. And in fact the
studies were not strictly comparable. In Dr Miller's
words, 'Dr Douglas's studies were of a large field
viewed with a relatively low powered lens, whereas
the Newcastle studies were of a much smaller field
viewed with a high powered lens.' But both he and I
regard Dr Douglas as being the initiator of the large
scale follow up studies of children, never emulated
elsewhere, indeed still unique to this country.

In all his work Dr Douglas has displayed the
essential qualities of the true scientist; imagination
in the choice of questions to be answered, scrupu-
lous accuracy in collection of data, and precision in
analysis. His work is not only of importance to
paediatrics but also to many other branches of
learning, for instance to the social history of Great
Britain in the 20th century, but we honour him for
his outstanding contributions to paediatrics.
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Professor A A Moncrieff
Professor R A McCance
Sir F Macfarlane Burnet
Professor L S Penrose
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