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hundreds of workers are allowed to contract a disease directly
connected with their work when the cause and remedy are
known. It is time that more stringent measures were intro-
duced to stop the spread of this disease, especially as trans-
mission is likely to increase rather than decline.

Research into Clinical
Endocrinology

Britain is now the seventh most densely populated country in
the world. Only Western Germany, the Lebanon, and Japan,
Formosa, Belgium, and Holland have more inhabitants to the
square kilometre. By the year 2000 the world's population
is expected to be twice what it is now; probably one-quarter
of the 800,000 births in Britain every year are unplanned and
unwanted. Giving these facts at an open-day in Edinburgh
at the M.R.C. Clinical Endocrinology Unit, its director, Dr.
J. A. Lorraine, said that they highlighted the importance of
work on human fertility and contraception. Really effective,
safe, and acceptable methods of contraception were urgently
needed, but these would be found only by painstaking and
thorough basic research in the laboratory.
From its inception in 1946 the Clinical Endocrinology

Unit has always had a major interest in developing reliable
methods of measuring hormone levels in body fluids. Once
developed, these methods have then been applied to studying
hormone metabolism in health and disease. Thus workers at
the Unit have found that not only do girls before puberty
have a cyclical pattern of oestrogen excretion but that their
urinary gonadotrophin levels are similar to those in adult
women. Similarly, they have shown that the menopause does
not develop suddenly but occurs progressively over several
years. Levels of luteinizing hormone ten times the normal
figure have been found in women in their late thirties, even
though they had no menopausal symptoms at all. Reassur-
ingly, studies on women who had stopped taking oral contra-
ceptives have indicated that the pill has no lasting effect on
pituitary or ovarian function.

Besides close liaison with clinicians locally and elsewhere
in Britain the Clinical Endocrinology Unit also has access
to two beds in the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary. This has
enabled it to study the hormonal aspects of conditions such
as idiopathic hirsutism, dwarfism, and acromegaly. Since in
hirsutism the urinary testosterone and epitestosterone levels
are significantly higher than normal, it seems likely that
excessive androgen production is an important feature in this
condition. The next step is to discover whether the excess
comes from the ovaries or the adrenals, so that the disorder
can be treated effectively.

Studies in two conditions previously thought to be psycho-
somatic have indicated that endocrinological factors may also
have an important role in some cases. In impotence testo-
sterone excretion was found to be significantly below normal,
and also not to show the usual rise after testicular function
had been stimulated by an injection of chorionic gonado-
trophin. In dysmenorrhoea the urinary oestrogen levels were
found to be significantly lower than normal.
The final demonstration at Edinburgh was of the collabora-

tive study between the Unit and St. Mary's Hospital in
London on hormones and breast cancer. A few hours before
mastectomy, patients with cancer of the breast are given an

injection of oestrogen labelled with a small amount of tritium.
About two-thirds of the tumours examined so far have been
found to have concentrated the isotope compared with the
blood or other tissues. Further work is planned to see
whether this feature is related to the response of an individual
tumour to hormone therapy and whether it can be used for
deciding the best line of primary treatment.

In 23 years the Clinical Endocrinology Unit has achieved
a high standing in the field of hormone metabolism in health
and disease. This work seems likely to become increasingly
relevant to contemporary problems, and in future the Unit's
role should be of still greater clinical impcrtance.

Suicide Prevention
Until recently the idea that suicidal acts could be viewed in
any other than their clinical context seemed strange to many
doctors, and to some it still is. Yet during the last two de-
cades organizations for preventing suicide have sprung up
from the community in many countries, with and without
medical blessing. By focusing on the suicidal crisis as an
alarm signal, this new band of helpers is coming face to face
with a host of personal and social ills which the clinical ap-
proach alone cannot fully reveal. They are also applying new
methods of helping people in despair,' 2 and a recent
statistical study suggests that they may be making an impact
on the suicide rates.3
The suicide prevention agencies aim at attracting people

who are at a loss to know whom to turn to for help. By
inviting the use of the telephone for contacting ever-ready
helpers they eliminate inhibitions which keep many people
from outpatient clinics and doctors' surgeries.
The International Association for Suicide Prevention was

officially established in 1965. It developed from an inter-
disciplinary working group founded by the Viennese psy-
chiatrist Professor E. Ringel in 1960. Its main purpose is to
serve as a forum for the interchange and the advancement of
knowledge of suicidal behaviour. At present, the majority
of the members are psychiatrists. It has been no small task
to mould members of a variety of old and new professions,
and voluntary workers with no professional affiliation except
interest and experience in helping others, into a coherent and
truly interdisciplinary organization in which no one group
dominates the other. That it had been achieved became
obvious at the recent London Conference, briefly reported
last month,4 when an international gathering of doctors,
clergymen, psychologists, social workers, and lay people
working in suicide prevention centres discussed and presented
research into many aspects of suicide.
The greater part of a day was spent on a survey of existing

suicide prevention agencies all over the world, based on a
questionary among the representatives of the association in
40 countries. The agencies vary widely. In Europe organiza-
tions have been more often started and headed by a psy-
chiatrist ; in the United States clinical psychologists acted as
pioneers. In some countries several rival organizations exist.
Britain seems to be the only large country where one type of
organization, the Samaritans, with 100 branches, is firmly
established. Almost everywhere in Britain doctors have given
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