
 THE ENDOCRINOLOGIST | AUTUMN 2021  | 1716 | THE ENDOCRINOLOGIST | AUTUMN 2021 

FEATURECELEBRATING 75 YEARSFEATUE

MILESTONES  
IN ENDOCRINOLOGY

THE FATHER OF NEUROENDOCRINOLOGY
Geoffrey Harris was the first to describe hypothalamic control 
of the pituitary in 1955. He showed that stimulation of the 
hypothalamus, rather than the pituitary, could evoke ovulation in 
rabbits. This led to more work that ultimately demonstrated that 
the pituitary gland is controlled by peptide hormones released by 
the hypothalamus to the pituitary, via the hypophyseal portal system. 
The hormones regulated via this mechanism are crucial for basic 
function and survival, including growth, reproduction, metabolism  
and stress regulation. Harris’ original work formed the foundation of the  
work expanded upon by Guillemin, Schally and Yalow, who shared the Nobel 
Prize in Physiology or Medicine for their work on characterising peptide  
hormones. 
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THE BIRTH OF ENDOCRINOLOGY 
In 1899, Bayliss and Starling demonstrated 
nervous control of the peristaltic wave that 

moves food through the intestine, then in 1902 
they showed that a chemical messenger, not 

a nervous one, stimulated pancreatic secretions. 
This was the discovery of the first hormone, secretin. 

However, Starling didn’t coin the term ‘hormone’, based on the 
Greek ‘ormao’ (to arouse or excite), until three years later during his 
Croonian Lectures at the Royal College of Physicians in London. 
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CHAMPIONING ENDOCRINE NURSING 
The first Competency Framework for Adult Endocrine 
Nursing, published in 2013, has raised the standard of 
endocrine nursing nationally and internationally. Creation 
of the framework was led by Nikki Kieffer, who sadly 
passed away in 2019. The framework is designed to improve 
and provide equitable care for all patients with endocrine 
conditions, whilst developing a career trajectory for nurses 
in the field. Since its publication, it has sparked international 
collaborations aimed at advancing endocrine nursing and improving 
patient care. Nikki Kieffer was awarded the Society’s inaugural Endocrine 
Nurse Award in 2017, which has now been renamed the Nikki Kieffer Medal, 
in honour of her achievements.

Nikki Kieffer

ESTABLISHING THE SOCIETY FOR ENDOCRINOLOGY
The Society was founded secondary to the launch of Journal of Endocrinology. 
The idea was conceived on a bus going to Croydon Airport by Sir Charles Dodds 
Bart FRS, Sir Frank Young FRS, Sir Alan Parkes FRS and Lord Zuckerman OM KCB 
FRS. In early 1946, all contributors to the journal were invited to meet its Council
of Management, to discuss the formation of a Society. The contributors formed 
the foundation members of the Society and, at the first formal Annual General 
Meeting on 24 July 1946, Alan Parkes was elected Chairman. 
The founding principles of the Society were to:
• own and publish a journal 
• advance knowledge concerning the glands of internal secretion 
• promote the advancement of knowledge in endocrinology.
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100 YEARS OF INSULIN
2021 also marks the 100th anniversary of
the discovery of insulin. In 1921, Banting

and Best described a pancreatic extract 
that could lower blood sugar levels. The 

first patient to be treated with this extract 
was a 14-year-old boy in 1922, with great success. 

Further trials of insulin were carried out and it quickly became a 
clinical treatment that transformed type 1 diabetes from a death 
sentence into a manageable condition.
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