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Endoerinological tests make 2 larger contribution Lo e¢linical disgnoses than almoat any other
kind of biochemical determinatien: they often form the sole basis of a clinical decision, untempéred
hy any other ¢linigal obgervation. For this reason they must be execepitionally reliable and
Acourats. Most of them demand a high degree of teehnleal expertise, expansive gguipment and sound
medicoscientific insight derived from extansive biochemical knowledge coupled with lepg clinieal
BXpeLicnce . A1l these requirements arguc for a hipgh degree of specialization; and this, coupled
with the fact that ihe relevant laboratery tests uswally relate to chronic rather than acute disor-
ders and that the tests themselves are rarely matters of clinieal emerpgency, argues in favour of &
centralized system whiah is necessarily slower than & local service huat can concentrate the requisite
oxpertise and benafit from economies of scale.

A centrslized system based on 12 centres offering 30 hormone assays was conatructed in 1873 to
serve all of £ngland and Wales (populationh 48 million), A parallel system of § centres to serve
Scotland {population § million, about the sizc of an English region) was 38t up simultanaously.

The centres wert desipnated on the basis of their Known achisvements in endoerinological regedrch
and most were in waniversity hospital laboratories. Haif of them formed part of a larger department
of clinical chemistry, and the others were in separate endocrinological departments. The centres
woere equipped and supported from a central fund and were cxpected to fulfil six functions: <{a) to
assey specimens and provide a consultative clinical servige to any part of the country, {(h) to
ensure comparability of results betwgen centres effering the same assays, (¢) to produce and share
high=quality reagents not readily available commercially (e.s. certain antisera), {(d) to produce ro-
commended assay protocols, {(e) to train laboratory gtaff for less specizlized centres and, with
the help of these and the above reagents and protocols, to devolve rosponsibility for astablished
assays to the less specializmed laboratories, and (£} to explore the clinical uselulness in prac-
tieo of new endocrinological lpvestigations recgently reported in research journals,

A3 the various hormone 8s35ays have proved their usefulness and demand fop them has grewn,
decentralization has proceeded rapidly for many hormone assays {e.g. thyrexine, sortisal), but not
in the planmed way that was envisaged, namely through devolution to regional centres (for 1.5 to
5.2 million population} and thence to sub-regional laboratories {for 150 000 to 500 000 population),
il =mppropriate. Development of specialized expertise has tendcd to be geogrsphigally haphazard
and hus ercated the nocd for olaborate national qualily sssessment Arrangements centrally initiated;
while Lhe envisagad quality-assurance and monitoring role of the central laboratories has been less
successlul than expected. Resgons for this will be discussed.
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