
 
 

Dame Elizabeth Cockayne (29 October 1894 – 4 July 1988) was a British 

nurse and healthcare administrator who served as the inaugural Chief Nursing Officer 

(CNO) for England following the creation of the National Health Service (NHS) in 

1948.  

 

 

Early Life and Family in Burton upon Trent 

Born on 29 October 1894, Elizabeth Cockayne grew up in the brewing town of Burton 

upon Trent, Staffordshire. Her family was rooted in the local trade; her parents were 

William Cockayne, a local publican, and Alice Cockayne. At the time of her birth and 

during her earliest years, the family ran and resided above The Lamb Inn, located at 

90 High Street in central Burton upon Trent.  

 

Elizabeth was the youngest of five children, raised alongside her sister, Alice, and her 

three elder brothers: George William, John Henry, and Arthur Edward (who later went 

on to work for the Board of Trade and serve during the First World War). Following 

her father's death in 1901, her widowed mother moved the family away from the 

High Street pub trade to 5 Outwoods Street, a residential street near Shobnall, where 

Elizabeth spent the remainder of her childhood and youth. 

 

During her childhood in Burton upon Trent, Elizabeth suffered from severe illnesses, 

contracting both smallpox and scarlatina (scarlet fever). Her personal experience with 

these serious conditions and her direct contact with bedside care proved to be the 

turning point of her life, inspiring her decision to pursue a career in nursing.  

 

 

Nursing Training and Pre-NHS Career 

Seeking formal professional qualifications, Cockayne left Burton to undertake her 

general nurse training in Plymouth and Sheffield. Over the following decades, she 

developed expertise as a clinician, nursing administrator, and teacher. Her combined 

background in direct patient care, staff instruction, and hospital management 

elevated her to senior leadership roles prior to the centralization of the British 

healthcare system.  

 

 



Chief Nursing Officer for England (1948–1958) 

With the passage of the National Health Service Act 1946 and the official launch of 

the NHS in 1948, the UK Ministry of Health restructured the administration of 

national healthcare delivery. Cockayne was appointed as the Chief Nursing Officer, 

taking over the position from Dame Katherine Watt.  

 

As the CNO during the first decade of the NHS, Cockayne was tasked with organizing 

and standardizing nursing, midwifery, and health visiting services across a newly 

unified, state-funded healthcare system. Her ten-year tenure focused on several key 

administrative priorities: 

 

 

Standardization: Harmonizing training programs, professional qualifications, and 

operational standards for nurses across municipal and regional hospitals. 

 

Recruitment and Staffing: Managing severe post-World War II nursing shortages by 

organizing recruitment drives and building sustainable workforce structures. 

 

Policy Integration: Ensuring that nursing advice and perspective were integrated 

into high-level Ministry of Health administrative decisions. 

 

International Work and Honors 

In addition to her national duties within the UK, Cockayne was active in global health 

policy. In 1954, she chaired the World Health Organization (WHO) Expert Committee 

on Nursing, contributing to international standards for nursing education and health 

services administration.  

 

In recognition of her service to nursing and public health, she received major 

national and international honors: 

 

 

Florence Nightingale Medal: Awarded by the International Committee of the Red 

Cross / International Council of Nurses. 

 

Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire (DBE): Created a Dame in 

the 1955 honors list.  

 

Retirement and Later Life 

Dame Elizabeth retired as Chief Nursing Officer in 1958, succeeded in the post by 

Dame Kathleen Raven. She spent her later years in Surrey, residing at Rushett 

Cottage, Littleheath Lane in Cobham. She died on 4 July 1988 at the age of 93.  

 

 


