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Sheila Baroness Hollins 

Doctor of Letters 

Durham Cathedral, 14 January 2016 

 

Professor Sheila the Baroness Hollins qualified as a doctor in 1970, having trained at 

St Thomas Hospital Medical School in London. After working a 108 hour week for a 

year as a junior house officer, she spent 3 years in general practice before training in 

psychiatry. She specialised in what is now called learning disability. Such was the 

status of this sub-specialty then that one colleague, on hearing of her first 

substantive appointment, actually commiserated with her. In 1981 she went to St 

George’s Hospital Medical School as Senior Lecturer to work with Joan Bicknell, the 

first ever professor in this field, and in 1990 she took over as Professor of the 

Psychiatry of Learning Disability, a post which she held until her retirement in 2010. 

Even as a busy professor in a London teaching hospital, Lady Hollins preferred to 

see people in their own homes, and rarely saw patients in the hospital clinic. One 

patient whom she visited in this way asked: 

 

“Should I see a professor in a London teaching hospital?” 

 

To which the reply was: 

 

“I am a professor in a London teaching hospital! Would you like to come and 

see me there?” 

  

Lady Hollins has a distinguished academic record. Her research has been primarily 

in the clinical aspects of the mental and physical health of people with developmental 

learning disabilities, with a focus on bereavement, palliative care and sexual abuse.  

Her research on health inequalities for people with learning disabilities has 

influenced the Disability Rights Commission, the World Health Organization, the 

National Patient Safety Agency’s work programmes in learning disability, Mencap’s 

report Death by Indifference (2006), and the Independent Inquiry into Access to 

Healthcare for people with Learning Disabilities. Her research is known for its 

emphasis on the involvement of people with learning disabilities as co-researchers. 
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This was something that she pioneered long before co-produced research became 

common practice in the health service. 

 

Lady Hollins has published more than 200 articles, chapters, and books on learning 

disabilities and mental health. She created the award winning series Books Beyond 

Words, as a resource to help people with learning disability, and others who find 

words difficult, to express their feelings about such matters as coping with illness, 

crime, bereavement, falling in love, and being angry. 45 titles have been published 

since 1989. 

 

Lady Hollins has advised the Government on the development of many initiatives 

and policies, including the 2001 Valuing People White Paper and the 2008 

Healthcare for All Independent Report. She was President of the Royal College of 

Psychiatrists from 2005-2008, President of the BMA from 2012 to 2013 and is 

currently President of the College of Occupational Therapists. At the invitation of 

Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor, she assisted him in the Vatican visitation to 

Ireland in 2011 which included interviewing victim/survivors of clergy sexual abuse. 

In 2014 she was appointed by Pope Francis as a founder member of the Pontifical 

Commission for the Protection of Minors.  

 

Lady Hollins became a crossbench peer in October 2010 and has contributed her 

specialist expertise in support of many parliamentary debates on health and learning 

disability, including the Welfare Reform Act, and the Health and Social Care Act 

which she successfully amended to mandate parity for mental and physical illness. 

She led the call for an inquiry into the premature deaths of people with a learning 

disability. 

 

Lady Hollins has been an Honorary Professor of Durham University since 2012 and 

has worked with the Department of Theology and Religion, both through its Project 

for Spirituality, Theology & Health, and the Centre for Catholic Studies. She is 

working closely with Professor Paul Murray, Dr Marcus Pound and me on plans for 

research into clerical sexual abuse and contributed to our international research 

network colloquium in January 2015, Boundary Breaking: Discerning the 
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Consequences and Implications of the Sex Abuse Crisis within the Roman Catholic 

Church. 

 

Lady Hollins’ clinical, academic and political work have been characterised by her 

compassion. She treats other people, even the most disabled, forgotten and 

disadvantaged, as human beings worthy of care and respect. We desperately need 

more of this in the NHS, and we are fortunate indeed to have it represented by Lady 

Hollins in Parliament. 

 

Amongst other formative influences, Lady Hollins’ training in psychoanalysis has 

clearly been significant. She learned here the much under-rated skill of listening, and 

this has permeated her whole academic, clinical and professional career since. It’s 

impossible to care for those who are vulnerable if you don’t listen to them first. Lady 

Hollins’ Christian faith and membership of a lay Benedictine community have also 

been important. She has taken to heart the Benedictine tradition of hospitality to the 

most vulnerable. 

 

But the third influence that Lady Hollins identified when we discussed these things a 

few months ago will be of particular interest to some members of this congregation. It 

is – simply – being a mother. This is never an easy task, but she and her husband, 

Martin, have had no easy experience of parenthood. Their second child, Nigel, 

suffers from communication problems due to learning disability of unknown 

aetiology. He has been a key consultant for Books Beyond Words. In 2005 her then 

pregnant daughter Abigail was viciously assaulted. By a miracle she survived, but 

was left tetraplegic. Amidst these experiences Lady Hollins has found a deep 

sensitivity to people who have lost something. Her endeavours have all been to help 

such people, and they have had a significant and enduring impact on the lives of 

many of the most vulnerable members of our society. 

 

Chancellor, I present Sheila Baroness Hollins to receive the degree of Doctor of 

Letters, honoris causa. 
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