
The Parent-Infant Research Institute (PIRI) is a vigorous & innovative Australian 
research institute focusing on understanding, developing and applying treatments 
to improve parent and infant well-being. PIRI believes that early intervention is the 
key to better outcomes for families.

While PIRI has a strong research focus, it also comprises a clinical unit (Infant 
Clinic). The Infant Clinic is a Centre of Excellence and provides clinical services to 
assist with the difficulties experienced by parents & infants in the first years of life.

Community HUGS 
therapeutic 
playgroups
Community HUGS (Happiness, 
Understanding, Giving and 
Sharing) is a 10-session 
therapeutic playgroup developed 
by PIRI to offer direct, early 
intervention to improve mother-
infant interactions and attachment 
following postnatal depression, 
anxiety, or a difficult transition to 
parenthood. 

In a playful, non-judgmental 
context, facilitators encourage 
positive communication between 
mothers and infants by providing 
encouragement and guidance 
(direct skills training) in 
communication. 

A pilot study with 57 mother-infant 
dyads has shown that over the 
course of the playgroup, 
significant improvements were 
evident in parent-child 
interactions (measured both by 
self-report questionnaires and an 
observational rating scale) and 
maternal feelings of self-
competence.

PIRI has secured funding from 
the Department of Families, 
Housing, Community Services 
and Indigenous Affairs to 
continue to offer Community 
HUGS therapeutic playgroups at 
the Heidelberg Repatriation 
Hospital for another 12 months as 
part of a project to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the playgroup in 
a randomised controlled trial. 

We are currently recruiting 
women with infants aged less 
than 10 months who have had a 
score above 10 on the Edinburgh 
Postnatal Depression Scale at 
some stage since the birth or a 
diagnosis of depression.  

Mother-infant dyads will be 
randomly allocated to receive the 
playgroup or to a waitlist control 
condition (receiving the playgroup 
after a 10 week waiting period).  

The next group is due to start 
on August 19 .

To obtain a referral form, please 
contact Charlene Schembri
ph: (03) 9496 4496
charlene.schembri@austin.org.au
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Early Sensitivity Training for Parents of Preterm 
Children: Impact on the Developing Brain

Background
Following birth, preterm infants 
face a stressful environment, 
which may negatively impact early 
brain development and subsequent 
neurobehavioral outcomes. 

Objective
This randomised controlled trial 
involving 45 women with infants 
less than 30 weeks gestation, 
assessed the effectiveness of 
training parents in reducing 
stressful experiences. 

Intervention
The intervention consisted of the 10-session PremieStart parent sensitivity 
training program delivered in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU) by a 
psychologist.  

Targets of intervention included: 
� training parents to recognize signs of infant stress, “shut-down”
mechanisms, alert-available behaviour, quality of motor behaviours, 
facial expressions, posture/muscle tone; 

� principles of graded stimulation;
� how to optimize interactions and avoid overwhelming infants; 
� touch, movement and massage;
� “kangaroo care” (nesting infants skin-to-skin against their mother); 
� vocal, visual and multi-sensory stimulation; 
� normalizing parental feelings; 
� challenging dysfunctional thinking; and 
� diary keeping.

Measures
When infants reached term-equivalent age, magnetic resonance imaging 
(MRI) was performed to evaluate brain structure and development.
Regional brain volumes for different tissue types were measured (grey 
matter, white matter, myelinated white matter, etc). The MRI techniques 
also measured the integrity and maturation of white matter.

Results
Maturation and connectivity of white matter was significantly enhanced in 
the intervention group. 

Conclusion
Parental sensitivity training appears to be a promising approach to early 
intervention in the NICU with early short-term benefits for brain 
development (improved cerebral white matter microstructural development) 
that could contribute to later advantages in cognitive function.

Reference
Milgrom, J., Newnham, C., Anderson, P., Doyle, L.W., Gemmill, A.W. Lee, 
K., Hunt, R., Bear, M. & Inder, T. (2010). Early Sensitivity training for 
Parents of Preterm Children: Impact on the Developing Brain. Pediatric
Research, 67(3):330-335.

Infant Sleep 
Management 

Workshop

LATEST RESEARCH FINDINGS

PIRI held a workshop in April for 
health professionals to hear the 
latest on managing infant sleep.  

Speakers were:

Dr Harriet Hiscock, Paediatrician, 
Royal Children’s Hospital

Helen Stevens, author of “Safe 
Sleep Space”

Anne Colahan & Helen 
Cunningham, MCH Service

Dr Heather Rowe, Senior 
Research Fellow, Uni of Melb

Representatives from Parenting 
Centres also gave brief 
presentations: 

Mercy Health O’Connell Family 
Centre (Lisa Zubcic)

Queen Elizabeth Centre (Claire 
Powell)

Tweddle Child-Family Health 
Service (Dianne Halloran)

Some common themes 
emerged from presentations:

• Psychoeducation is provided to 
parents (e.g., developmental 
stages, infant sleep patterns & 
routines, realistic expectations).

• Detailed sleep routines prior to 
actual bedtime are often 
recommended (e.g., Feed-Play-
Sleep routine).

• Infant cues/needs/temperament 
need to be understood and 
responded to appropriately in the 
context of the overall mother-
infant relationship.

• There are a variety of strategies 
for sleep settling (e.g., patting, 
reduced stimulation, camping-
out, controlled comforting, etc); 
although the consensus was that 
there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’
approach.  

• It is important to consider the 
individual and family factors and 
the broader context of the sleep 
problem including mental health 
difficulties. 



In recognition of the many 
challenges new parents may be 
faced with in the early months of 
bringing a new baby into the 
world, BUPA Australia (operating 
under the brands of HBA, MBF 
and Mutual Community) has 
collaborated with the Parent-
Infant Research Institute (PIRI) to 
offer a range of support services 
to their members under the 
Parent and Baby Wellbeing 
Program. 

While the Parent and Baby 
Wellbeing Program has been 
running for approximately three 
years within Victoria, the past 
year saw the service expand to a 
national level. Now, new parents 
all across Australia have the 
opportunity to speak with a 
psychologist to discuss any 
concerns that they may have as 
part of their transition to 
parenthood, as well as the 
various treatment and support 
options that are available. 

For more information on the 
Parent & Baby Wellbeing 

Program :
Contact PIRI between 9am and 

5pm Monday to Friday on
1300 360 913

(03) 9496 4496 
piri@austin.org.au

The aim of the program is to 
support young families through 
detection and treatment of 
emotional difficulties as early as 
possible, in an effort to avert the 
longer term problems that can 
often occur if these difficulties 
remain untreated. Appropriate 
information giving, reassurance 
and ongoing support to access 
the available health resources are 
also an integral part of the 
service; services which are 
covered by HBA, MBF or Mutual 
Community memberships.

Since the service become 
available nationally, over 75 
families have accessed the 
service and obtained assistance 
through PIRI and PIRI’s network 
of health professionals. This 
unique partnership aims to 
continue providing a flexible and 
innovative model of care. 

NEWS & 
UPDATES
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Parent & Baby Wellbeing Service

PIRI Welcome
We warmly welcome Dr Jessica 
Ross, a psychologist, who joins 
our team in a part-time capacity. 
Jessica’s role is working with 
expectant mothers as part of the 
Beating the Blues before Birth 
program and providing treatment 
to mothers and infants through 
the Infant Clinic.

PIRI Farewells
We sadly farewell Elizabeth 
Barbante who has been a 
dedicated member of the team 
for over 8 years, working as a 
receptionist and research 
assistant.  We wish her all the 
best in her new role at Hawdon
Street Clinic.

We also say goodbye to Dr 
Sarah Phillips who leaves PIRI 
after 1.5 years of service 
providing treatment to mothers 
and infants through the Infant 
Clinic and as part of the Beating 
the Blues before Birth program.  
We wish her well in her growing 
private practice.

beyondblue fact sheets
PIRI has been commissioned by 
beyondblue to update the 
Edinburgh Postnatal Depression 
Scale fact sheets.  

The new fact sheets will soon be 
available for download at 
www.beyondblue.org.au.
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