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Marjorie
Simpson

MARJORIE SIMPSON was one
of this century’s most distin-
guished and far-sighted nurses.
Her pioneering achievements in
the field of occupational health
nursing were impressive; the mark
she left on education and practice
put that particular branch of nurs-
ing securely on the map. When
many would have rested on their
laurels, from 1960 to 1974 Marjo-
rie Simpson set about making re-
search into nursing a viable propo-
sition. She had a clear vision of
what should be achieved for the
benefit of professional nursing
and pursued her innovative ideas
with unwavering tenacity.

Born into a staunchly middle-
class family, Marjorie Simpson at-
tended Cheltenham Ladies Col-
lege before starting as a
probationer nurse at St Thomas's
Hospital in the mid-1930s. She en-
joyed her training, and often en-
joyed a spot of horse-riding in
Hyde Park between duties. After
qualifying as a State Registered
Nurse, Marjorie trained in “indus-
trial” nursing, as it was then, and
midwifery. Early in the war she
joined the Queen Alexandra’s
Royal Army Nursing Service
(QARAMNS) but to further the
war effort she was released to
nurse in armament factories.

In 1942, Simpson joined the
Royal College of Nursing (RCN)
as Tutor in Education and over
the next 18 years completely
changed the face of Occupational
Health Nursing, bringing it into
the modern era.

In the 1950s she took three
years’ leave of absence to com-
plete a sociology degree at the
London School of Economics,
during which she formed the view
that nursing, unlike many other
professions, lacked the solid.foun-
dations for practice that could
come only from a research-based
bedrock of knowledge. Nursing
was then largely based on custom
and practice; if changes occurred
they were more likely to have fol-
lowed developments in -medical
practice than initiatives by nurses
themselves. In 1960, Simpson be-
came the RCN Research Officer,
introducing research awareness
into many of the courses then pro-
vided. She also carried out sterling
work for the British Sociological
Assocation, especially in relation
to the drafting of ethical guide-

lines for sociological resgagch. ...

BY 1963, however, a nursing re-
search post had been created at
the Ministry of Health and Marjo-
rie saw at once that this would
provide greater opportunity for
putting her ideas into practice.
For the next 11 years, until her re-
tirement in 1974, she worked non-
stop to construct a national frame-
work for the development of
research in nursing and lived to
see most of its constituents ac-
cepted. During that time she at-
tracted many admirers in the
United Kingdom, European and
North American nursing circles.

Like Ethel Bedford-Fenwick
(1857-1947) in the early days of
this century, Simpson-was a nurse
of great intellectual stature and
firm resolve. Both of these far-
sighted women set out their be-
liefs clearly and stuck to them un-
deterred; Fenwick stood for
registration for nurses, an Interna-
tional Fellowship of Nurses
(which became the International
Council of Nurses, ICN) and uni-
versity degrees for nurses. Simp-
son saw early that if nursing re-
search was ever to become a’
reality it needed strong’ founda-
tions. Her framework was struc-
tured around education for re-
search, which included sponsored
fellowships and Studentships and
Research Appreciation Courses
for practising nurses.

Centres within which Simpson
believed a “critical mass” of re-
searchers could develop were en-
couraged in universities, polytech-
nics and nursing research units.
She saw that, for new knowledge
to benefit nursing practice, nurses
must be encouraged to read and
write about research. This was
achieved by means of sponsored
publications and spirited lobbying
of the editors of nursing journals.

Simpson was greatly sought af-
ter as a speaker and inspirational
leader, especially overseas. Some-
times it was sad to see such pio-
neering genius cramped by petti-
fogging bureaucracy within the
civil service and established insti-
tutions, but she showed a remark-
able perseverance and was unde-
terred.

During her professional life,
Marjorie Simpson served on many
important committees and work-
ing parties. She was a consultant
to the World Health Organisation
and the International Council of
Nurses and carried out assign-
ments for these and other health
organisations before and after re-
tirement. To all of these tasks she
brought qualities of rigour, preci-
sion and, above all, an incisive
manner. Many a waffler (includ-
ing this writer) on occasions felt
the sharpness of Marjorie’s mind
and tongue; but were much the
better for it. She was a wonderful
colleague and friend.

Jack Hayward
Hilda Marjorie Simpson, nurse,
bom 11 January 1914, OBE 1974,
FRCN 1976, died Pinner Middlesex
24 January 1992.
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