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Twins and multiples

By Child and Youth Health

How are twins formed?

Pregnancy and birth with twins

Preparing for twins

Breastfeeding twins

Bottle-feeding twins

Caring for twins at home

Once you have found out that you are expecting twins it can be very exciting. It can also be scary as

you think about how you will manage two babies at once.

The following information aims to help you to understand more about twins and offers some ideas
about how to care for them. Most of the information also applies to triplets and other multiple births.

How are twins formed?

Identical twins (or monozygotic twins)

= |dentical twins happen when a single sperm fertilises an egg, and then, at a very early
stage, the fertilised egg divides into two and starts forming two babies.

= |dentical twins have the same genes, so they are the same sex.

= Some of these twins have their own separate placenta (afterbirth) and sac to grow in the
mother’s uterus (womb) but many share the same placenta and a few also share the same

sac.

= Monozygotic twins may be quite different sizes at birth, but they become more alike with
time. They are often hard to tell apart when they are older.

= |]dentical twins do not usually ‘run in families’ and it is not known why monozygotic twins
occur.

= |dentical twins happen about once in every 250 live births.

Non-identical twins (or dizygotic twins)

= Non-identical twins are also sometimes called fraternal twins. They happen when two
separate eggs are fertilised by two different sperm so that two embryos (the beginnings of

a baby) are formed.
= Each has its own separate place in the uterus and separate placenta and sac.
= They may be the same sex or different sexes.

= Dizygotic twins are often similar at birth, but they become less alike as they get older, as do
other (different age) brothers and sisters.

= Dizygotic twins are more likely to happen when there are twins in the mother’s family, or if
the mother has been having fertility treatment. If a mother is a non-identical twin, she has
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about a 10% chance of having twins herself. (A mother of twins who is not a twin herself
has about a 5% chance of having another set of twins). If the father is a twin, this does not
make it more likely that the parents will have twins.

= About two births in every hundred are dizygotic twins. There has been a rise in the number
since the use of fertility treatment has become more common.

Siamese twins (or conjoined twins)

= Sjamese twins are rare.

= They are twins who come from the same egg (monozygotic) but the embryo does not
separate completely to form two separate babies.

= This means that the babies are joined together in some way. Some can be separated by an
operation without too much difficulty. In other cases they share vital organs and cannot be
separated without the death of one or both twins.

A vanishing twin
With ultrasound being done early in pregnancies, it has been found that many more pregnancies start

as twin pregnancies (up to 5% at 12 weeks), but one of the babies stops developing. The other baby
develops normally.

Knowing if twins are monozygotic or dizygotic

Usually your doctor will work out whether your twins are monozygotic or dizygotic soon after the birth.
If they are different sexes they are definitely dizygotic. Monozygotic twins are more likely to have some
physical problems at birth, and also more likely to have similar health problems when they are older —
so it can be useful to tell if they are identical or not. Since monozygotic twins can look very different at
birth, the doctor may have the placenta very carefully examined, or do blood tests.

Pregnancy and birth with twins

= Some of the problems (complications) with pregnancy, such as ‘morning sickness’ and
weight gain may happen earlier with twins.

= Twins are usually born earlier than single births, and the babies are usually smaller.

= The babies may be born vaginally, especially if both babies are in a head-down position, but
a caesarean section may be a safer way of delivery for some twins.

= There are more health risks for newborn twins, but usually the risks are similar to the risks
for single babies of the same weight.

= Because of their premature birth, some twins develop breathing problems, and will need
special care, or intensive care for a while.

= Sometimes one monozygotic twin will be much smaller than the other, because the placenta
was not equally shared. This baby may have some health problems at birth, but usually the
smaller baby will have caught up in size within six months.

Preparing for twins

It is important to prepare your mind as well as your body for the twins’ arrival.
= Once you know you are having twins it is a good idea to start thinking about them as
separate individuals so you can get to know them.

= You can start building your relationship with your babies by getting to know their
movements and their position in the womb. You can also use ultrasound pictures to share
your experiences with the babies’ father.
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= You might feel emotionally and physically drained by the changes happening to your body.
It is important to share these feelings with your loved ones. This helps them to start

sharing the care.

= Read as much as you can about twins and how to care for them.

= |If you get offers of help — accept! You may feel uncomfortable about this at first. Every bit of
help you get will help you to build a better relationship with your babies. People like to be
helpful. You could, for example, accept help with cleaning, ironing, shopping or with

preparing food.
= Freeze some meals in advance for times when you need them after the birth.

= |n the first few weeks while you are getting settled you may need a lot of help. This is a
good time to plan for your partner, a family member or family friend to be available to help

out.

= Plan what you are going to do about nappies. A nappy service or disposable nappies may
be helpful.

= Because twins often come early, plan to go to your antenatal classes a bit earlier than
usual to make sure you can complete them. Your midwife or doctor will be able to help you
with this planning.

= |f you have other children at home, particularly very young children, think about how you
are going to prepare them for the new babies.

Breastfeeding twins

Because breastmilk supply increases with extra demands, most women can breastfeed twins well. This

can mean much less work compared to preparing and giving formula.

= Because of the extra challenges of feeding two babies, it might help if you get in touch with
your local breastfeeding association, a lactation consultant or your local branch of the
Multiple Birth Association before the birth of your babies. Your midwife or community child

health nurse will also be able to give support.

= Breastfeeding has many advantages. It provides the best food for babies and it helps
prevent some common infections.

= Make sure you get as much rest as you can and remember to eat nutritious meals.

= You can feed the babies together or separately. Feeding both babies at once can give you
more time to get some rest in between feeds. You may want to feed separately some of

the time so you get more chance to get to know each baby.
Bottle-feeding twins

= When you can, it is a good idea to feed each baby separately, as this separate closeness
and touching helps encourage bonding with the baby. If you try to feed them together you

will find you are holding the bottles, not the babies!
Caring for twins at home

= |Looking after even one baby can make you feel very tired, and caring for two babies can be
even harder if they are unsettled. The most common cause of depression for new mothers

is fatigue.

= There are many topics on this site which could be useful, such as Crying babies, Newborn
sleep, New mums and Postnatal depression.
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If you can manage getting a bit of extra assistance in the house after the babies are born this can be a

great help — even if you have to go without something else.

Rated (8 ratings)
More to explore Web links
¥ Raising twins and multiples ¥ Australian Multiple Birth Association
F Breastfeeding positions F Australian Breastfeeding Association

¥ Breastfeeding techniques

Content supplied by
Child and Youth Health (reprinted with permission)

Last reviewed
16-05-2006

References
Corrigan, A. (1995). Parenting twins. Australian Multiple Birth Association.

Evans, J.J., & Evans, N.D. (n.d.). Twins: a parents’ guide. Retrieved from
www.vh.org/pediatric/patient/pediatrics/parentsoftwins/

Gromada K.K., & Hurlburt, M.C. (2001). Keys to parenting multiples (2nd ed.). New York: Barron's
Educational Series.

Simpson, L. & Paviour, A. (1994). More than one. Sydney: Simon and Schuster.

Page 4/4


http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/raising_multiples.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/raising_multiples.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/breastfeeding_positions.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/breastfeeding_positions.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/breastfeeding_techniques.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/breastfeeding_techniques.html/context/771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/link.aspx?id=1622&context=771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/link.aspx?id=1622&context=771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/link.aspx?id=2417&context=771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/link.aspx?id=2417&context=771
http://raisingchildren.net.au/articles/partners/cyh_page.html

