
22     PERSPECTIVES IN INFANT MENTAL HEALTH SPRING/SUMMER 2020

follow up. We were not sure what changes 
or developments would come from our 
time together with Hi but in true Hiram 
fashion he transformed our perspectives 
and the way we approach the field of 
IMH in so many ways we never imagined 
possible prior to his visit.   

Hiram arrived with his wife Dee and from 
the beginning shook us out of our comfort 
zones. There were a few minor cultural 
issues to get our heads around such as 
Hiram’s persistence in calling our beautiful 
red flowering red “Bottle Brush” bush the 
“Pipe Cleaner” tree. More significantly was 
his way of viewing the responsibilities that 
universities have to community and his 
systematic perspective to improving the 
lives of vulnerable infants, young children 
and their families. He guided and shaped 
our understanding of the significant role 
the entire system plays in supports families 
transitioning into parenthood. 

Hiram questioned why our focus was on 
one small part of the system rather than 
a much broader, holistic perspective that 
would engage stakeholders across the 
continuum of care and hold the views 
and experiences of families at the centre 
of everything we do in the field.  Initially, 
Rochelle and I talked with Hi about how 
he might support us to develop a research 
framework that captured the positive 
changes in families and the clinical 
significance of the PIMH intervention 
work carried out in the newly established 
university based Pregnancy to Parenthood 
clinic. We also considered that Hiram might 
help build awareness of IMH in other 
areas of the university such as Education 
and Nursing and Midwifery as well as our 
Psychology Department.  

Well, Hi’s first questions to us were “what 
is the point of evaluating one clinic that 
has an isolated impact?” How will that 
change anything across the system and 
impact more than the 50 families you 
treat each year? “What is the system of 
care your clinic sits within and how does it 
currently function?”  What does your clinic 
offer in relation to improving the system 
that supports families with infants and 
young children? We were lost for words 
and didn’t know how to respond to Hiram’s 
direct questions as our perspective up until 
this point had been primarily focused on 
building an evidence base for the service  
we were providing  families which we 
valued and felt pride in delivering within 
the community. 

After we took a few breaths and reflected 
deeply about Hiram’s provocative 
questions we began to understand 
the field of PIMH from a new broader 
perspective. The questions Hiram posed 
enabled us to develop clarity about what 

we needed to do and how to proceed 
which was different to what we had ever 
imagined. Our minds opened and our 
perspectives changed. We shifted our 
focus and commitment to developing a 
deep understanding of our system and all 
its complexities and how we might offer 
interventions that improve the functioning 
of the system and the family’s experiences 
across the continuum of care. It didn’t take 
long for us to wonder how we could have 
not taken this approach prior to Hiram’s 
visit. We both feel that this experience 
exemplifies the impact of Hi’s presence. 
He had the capacity to dramatically shift 
our perspective towards a direction that 
will provide a much larger impact on 
vulnerable families than our isolated 
service provision could ever offer.

With Hiram’s guidance we developed a 
proposal, and to our surprise received a 
large grant to conduct a system analysis 
of the local PIMH system of Care. He 
has supported us at every stage of the 
process and with persistence we have now 
produced a report that has the potential to 
be so impactful on the wider PIMH system 
of care and be used as an exemplar for 
system evaluation and change at a state 
and federal level.

At all stages of this journey Hiram has 
generously provided us with his wisdom, 
expertise and knowledge. His input has 
transformed how we see ourselves and 
our capacity to make real and impactful 
long-term sustainable changes to the 
emotional lives of infants, young children 
and their families. It has given us renewed 
strength and courage to persist with 
these innovative ways of working from 
a systems-based approach that our 
Western Australian system has yet to fully 
understand. Hiram embodies ‘relationship-
based work’ and has become one of our 
secure bases that is always available for 
support, advice, or guidance when things 
become tricky or overwhelming. He has an 
amazing capacity to ground us and help 
keep us focused when we are confronted 
with barriers or unexpected challenges. 

Rochelle had the opportunity to visit 
Hiram and Dee in East Lansing last year 
and witness his local work. For the first 
time she was able to come to terms with 
the enormity of what Hiram has created 
at Michigan State University and how his 
impact stretches way beyond the field of 
infant mental health and beyond the USA 
all the way to the Perth, the third most 
isolated city in the world! We also know 
that his impact stretches to many other 
parts of the world. 

Acknowledging Hiram also comes with 
recognition of a very important partner 
and influencer behind the scenes-known 

fondly by everyone as ‘Dee’. During their 
time in Australia and Rochelle’s visit to 
Michigan we were able to have many 
moments of fun together with Hiram and 
Dee. We shared laughs and got to see the 
less serious side of Hiram with time spent 
away from work and with more of a focus 
on good food and wine, always finishing 
the night with a night cap of Irish whiskey!!  
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In this issue of the Perspectives we 
celebrate our colleague and friend, 
Professor Hiram Fitzgerald.  Hiram 
Fitzgerald – or Hi as many of us call him 
- has had a magnificent academic career 
and been a significant and central person 
in WAIMH over the years as one of its 
founders, as the WAIMH Board President, as 
the Executive Director, and now, as one of 
the Honorary Presidents.

I first met Hi in June 1995 when we were 
preparing for the WAIMH 1996 Tampere 
Congress and the Board of Directors of 
WAIMH came to Finland for its meeting 
and site visit. At that time, I was working 
as the secretary of the Local Organizing 
Committee, and in that role, I had the 
privilege of also meeting Hi’s wife, Dolores 
Fitzgerald – or Dee as she was known, 
another important person working for 
WAIMH. I could hardly guess that 10 years 
later I would be working with Hi, helping to 
organize WAIMH World Congresses as the 
Associate Executive Director of WAIMH.  Hi 
was great to work with; no question I asked 
was too stupid; no detail too small; and, 
he did not hesitate to give constructive 
feedback. I also remember having many 
evenings with lots of fun with Hi and Dee, 
either “talking shop” or just joking about 
funny happenings in our lives.    
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Hi had a wonderful way of helping younger 
colleagues like me to move forward with 
their careers. Ever since our first meeting, 
he recruited me to work as a reviewer, first 
for the WAIMH Congresses and then, once 
I had gotten my PhD, for the Infant Mental 
Health Journal (IMHJ). In addition to that, 
Hi has generously offered me and many 
other younger colleagues opportunities 
to contribute to special IMHJ issues 
about infant mental health or chapters in 
books. As a result of these opportunities, 
my list of publications got longer and, 
of importance, I also found that I had 
developed a large network of colleagues 
from around the world I might not have 
met otherwise. I am grateful to Hi for all 
that he has made possible for me.

Now that I have been the Executive 
Director of WAIMH for two years, I am truly 
thankful for the years that I have known 
Hi and worked as “Hi’s Shadow” (as we 
often joked about). The basics of the work 
around preparations for WAIMH World 
Congresses and many other responsibilities 
became familiar to me through Hi’s 
guidance, as well as his understanding of 
the unique characteristics of WAIMH as an 
organization. 

People working in and for WAIMH are like 
a family where we take care of each other, 
so that we all in turn can care for infants 
and families around the world. In many 
ways, Hi has been my father figure in the 
WAIMH family and very important, both 
professionally and personally. Thanks 
to Hi I also got to know Dee, one of the 
warmest and most down-to-earth teachers 
I know, with whom it was easy to reflect 
on all sorts of problems, big or small. So, if 
you hear me calling Hi and Dee “dad and 
mom,” that is my way of showing them my 
gratitude and affection and thanking them 
for all the support they have given me.      
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I can say that I have known Hi now for 
about 10 years.  But I have known OF Hi 
since the very beginning of my work in this 
field 25 years ago.  Hi is a giant in infant 
mental health, especially in Michigan.  
His height and commanding voice lend 
to this “giantness,” but mostly it is his 
reputation that looms large.  Many years 
ago, I asked Hi to send me his curriculum 
vitae so that I could print it out to keep 
on file with Endorsement records (back 
when paper files were still a thing).  Hi 
said to me, “You don’t want to print it out, 
it’s far too long.”  I asked that he send it 
anyway.  And of course, he was right.  I 
had to refill the printer twice because 
Hi’s CV is an astounding 106 pages.  It is a 
remarkable tribute to his commitment to 
scientific inquiry, but also to Hi’s support 
and promotion of people, organizations, 
and most of all, infants and families.  
What also stands out about his CV is the 
number of other giants in the field that 
he has mentored and with whom he has 
collaborated.  It seems Hi’s passion creates 
a gravitational pull that has attracted 
hundreds of other experts.  Together, they 
have advanced the field and paved the 
way for the application of research into 
practice.

The Alliance for the Advancement of Infant 
Mental Health (Alliance) is one of the many 
organizations who owes much to Hi.  Hi 
was one of the founders of the Michigan 

Association for Infant Mental Health, 
the organization that “gave birth” to the 
Alliance.  Hi was integral in establishing 
the Infant Mental Health Journal and 
served in several editorial capacities since 
its beginning; he was Editor-in-Chief for 
at least eight years.  Last year, because 
the Alliance has some responsibilities for 
managing the IMHJ, I had the privilege of 
chairing the committee to select the next 
Editor-in-Chief.  Hi, of course, was crucial 
to this effort. Hi shared his incomparable 
institutional memory that helped me to 
more fully understand the role the IMHJ 
itself has played in lending legitimacy to 
the field of infant mental health.  

Hi has been a supporter of the Alliance and 
our mission to build and sustain a diverse, 
reflective, skilled, and relationship-based 
workforce that supports pregnant women, 
infants, young children and their families 
with cultural humility.  He lets us know 
when he sees us getting it right, and he lets 
us know if he sees us missing something 
important.  The Alliance owes Hi a debt 
of gratitude for his honest feedback.  It 
drives us to do the best possible job for 
the infant-family workforce. This is just 
a small part of what makes Hi Fitzgerald 
a giant force for good for the infants, 
caregivers, and parents around the world.  
On behalf of the leaders from the 32 
associations for infant mental health that 
make up the Alliance, we say THANK YOU, 
and congratulations on an absolutely 
extraordinary career! 


