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Praise for 
Emotionally Healthy Twins:




“Finally . . . a definitive guide—from someone who understands both professionally and personally—to raising twins as individuals. A must-read for parents of multiples!” 


—ELIZABETH LYONS, AUTHOR OF READY OR NOT . . . THERE WE GO! 
THE REAL EXPERTS’ GUIDE TO THE TODDLER YEARS WITH TWINS







“As the mother of twins, I highly recommend Dr. Friedman's book. If only I had this resource when our little ones were babies. Emotionally Healthy Twins shows parents how to get over the ‘twin mystique’ and help their children know the freedom of just being themselves.” 


—LYN DAVIS LEAR, PH.D., COFOUNDER AND MEMBER OF THE 
BOARD OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL MEDIA ASSOCIATION, 
WIFE OF PRODUCER AND PHILANTHROPIST NORMAN LEAR







“Parents of twins are starving for useful information about raising well-adjusted twins; the need to have a comprehensive book of raising twins is tremendous. Wellwritten, full of innovative and helpful advice, and fun to read, Dr. Friedman’s book should be a part of any parent’s repertoire on raising healthy twins. Dr. Friedman’s parenting-of-twins philosophy is sensible and enjoyable. The advice given in this book is not only useful in raising well-adjusted twins, but also pertinent to raising children in general. I highly recommend this book to all parents of twins.” 


—SHERYL A. ROSS, M.D., CONTRIBUTOR, 
TWO AT A TIME: HAVING TWINS AND 
MEDICAL EXPERT, EXPECTING FITNESS







“As a principal faced with an increasing number of twins at school, I welcome Dr. Friedman’s book. Parents of twins have preconceived ideas as to what schooling should be like for their children. Key among their fears is separation of twins into different rooms. Likewise, school systems can be intransigent in their policies concerning placement of twins. Dr. Friedman considers these issues from many sides and offers ample evidence of things to consider about the development of twins. It will help parents make schooling for their twins more productive and appropriate.” 


—MARGARITA M. MUÀIZ, PRINCIPAL, 
RAFAEL HERNANDEZ SCHOOL







“Combining her knowledge as a psychotherapist with her personal experience, both as a twin and as a parent of twins, Dr. Joan Friedman offers a practical, innovative approach to raising well-adjusted twins.” 


—JEFFREY WASSON, M.D., PEDIATRICIAN
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one
 TWO UNIQUE CHILDREN


I was thrilled to find out I was pregnant with twin boys. My family would have the chance to welcome two babies into the world and to delight in watching them grow. And I would have the chance to revisit the world of twins from a new perspective. Would my sons have as much fun growing up together as my identical twin sister, Jane, and I had? I remembered our closeness and the many happy times we had shared. But I also remembered how being a twin had often been an obstacle for me and how I had struggled to sort out my twin issues as an adult. So, along with my excitement about becoming the mother of twins, I faced a challenge. I wanted each boy to take pleasure in his relationship with his twin brother but also to discover and appreciate his own uniqueness. 




I began to consider how I might raise my sons so that they would enjoy many of the positive experiences that Jane and I had as twins, without the twinship difficulties we endured simply because we were twins. Jane and I loved each other from a place no one else could fully understand. We were always there for each other and still are. Yet, as a child and a teenager, I sometimes resented not being known for myself but, rather, as half of the twins Joan and Jane. From a young age, I suffered because I felt it was my responsibility as Jane’s twin to make sure she was happy and comfortable. Worrying that my actions, and even my feelings, might make her unhappy depleted my energy and held me back from discovering who I was. I often felt sad because it was so hard to be an authentic, separate person who could do, say, and be whatever I wanted without feeling pressured to consider the effects on Jane.


Jane never asked me to behave this way; nor was she aware that I often felt sad, pressured, or resentful. But the powerful twin dynamic that developed between us became the most important influence on my emotional life. So, when I learned that I was about to become the mother of twins, I knew I needed to practice the parenting-of-twins philosophy that I had developed from my history as a twin and as a psychotherapist specializing in the treatment of twins and their parents. For years I had helped parents in my parents-of-twins support groups and workshops, as well as in individual sessions, to deal with the issues that arise in the raising of twins. I had also counseled twins, both children and adults, who were struggling with identity issues. Now it was time for me to put my professional wisdom to the test in a more personal way.


The core tenet of my philosophy is that parents and others need to treat twins as two separate children who happen to have been born at the same time. This perspective goes far beyond the conventional advice to dress twins differently and choose names that don’t begin with the same letter of the alphabet. Authentically perceiving and treating twins as two unique children may involve fundamentally changing your mind about what it means to be a twin, adjusting your expectations about how twins should interact, and even giving up some of the alleged “benefits” of having two children who are the same age.


Throughout this book, we will explore how to practice this parenting-of-twins philosophy at every stage of your twins’ lives, from preinfancy to young adulthood, with the goal of ensuring that they have the same opportunities to develop their individual selves as do children born individually (“singletons,” as I’ll refer to them).


My twin sons, Jonny and David, are now eighteen. Each is proud of his strengths and abilities, and neither feels the need to hide his successes for fear he might hurt his brother’s selfesteem. The two are close friends but have not been overly dependent on each other. Of course, like most siblings, they are competitive at times, but because my husband, Robert, and I have focused on each boy’s uniqueness and given both opportunities to develop as individuals, neither defines himself by how he compares to his twin brother.


Throughout Jonny and David’s lives, my husband and I have understood that our job as parents is to help each child grow and develop as a unique individual. From day one, we made sure that the boys enjoyed one-on-one time with each of us, that they experienced themselves as distinct children, and that they enjoyed separate experiences that would help them define who they are and who they want to become.


Each of these strategies falls into the parenting-of-twins philosophy that you’ll learn more about in this chapter. It is my hope that, by understanding the philosophy and employing such strategies in the raising of your twins, no matter how old they are, you, as parents, your twins, and their siblings will reap the joys of twinship and successfully manage the challenges that this special sibling relationship brings.



The Twin Mystique


As we begin to consider a new perspective on how to raise emotionally healthy twins, it’s important to think about how twins are romanticized in our culture. Stereotypically, most people think of twins as intensely close soul mates connected to each other through a kind of sibling ESP. Many of us assume that one twin not only knows what the other is thinking and feeling but can automatically provide what the other needs. Twins are seen as inhabiting their own private world for which only they hold the map. It is assumed that each feels lost without the other and that they seek to preserve their twosome status even as adults. Nontwins fantasize that, in a twin relationship, one always knows what the other one wants and needs, and for this reason, it is thought that twins are each other’s predestined partner and confidant.


Each of these assumptions contributes to what I call the “twin mystique,” a mystique that has been around for a very long time. So, why do so many people cling to the mystique? What’s behind the infatuation with twins as mysterious, inseparable, and magical? There is something inherently captivating about the idea of having a double because it invokes a human longing for an intimate, lifelong companion who thoroughly understands us. With such a companion, we feel we would never be abandoned or alone. People project this longing onto twins and see them as enjoying an idealized relationship.


In fact, twins can be lifelong friends, and they can fulfill many emotional needs for each other. But if they are expected to fulfill the fantasy of telepathic soul mates who inhabit a mysteriously wonderful world of their own, they will not feel free to develop on their own. When the longing to see twins in a romanticized way prevents parents and others from seeing them as individuals, twins feel as if they are merely playing a role in someone else’s fantasy.


And then there are the cultural references that further embellish the romantic notion of hyperconnected, indivisible twins. Media images portray twins as cute, funny, mischievous, and seductive, and, again, as sharing a unique telepathic bond. The long-lost twins in The Parent Trap, the adorable-turned-foxy Olsen twins, the wholesomely seductive Doublemint gum twins who promise to double your pleasure and your fun: each of these pairs feeds our fantasies about what it would be like to double our enjoyment of life by being a twin or simply hanging out with twins. The myth of inseparableness is perpetuated by such diverse cultural icons as Tweedledum and Tweedledee in Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found There (Alice in Wonderland); Marge’s cynical, chain-smoking twin sisters, Patty and Selma, on TV’s The Simpsons; and the squeaky-clean Bobbsey twins in the classic children’s book series.


Although the equally rotund Tweedledum and Tweedledee express contrary opinions, they appear to Alice as inseparably joined, each one’s arm firmly encircling the other’s neck. In fact, Alice perceives them as so closely connected that she becomes anxious about whose hand to shake first, fearing she’ll hurt the other’s feelings. To resolve the dilemma, she shakes both their hands at the same time!


Marge Simpson’s twin sisters, Patty and Selma, have indistinguishable gravelly voices and display the exact same crankiness. Their sisterly bond extends to the fact that, although now middleaged, they still live together and never go anywhere without each other.


The Bobbsey twins are actually two sets of twins from the same family—the older twins, Nan and Bert, and the younger, blonder twins, Flossie and Freddie. In the book series, which has appealed to young readers for more than a hundred years, theirs is an idealized, happy family in which neither set of twins ever has any interpersonal conflicts. Both sets of twins are adventurous duos, and it’s clear that their adventures could never take place if they weren’t always together.


Sometimes it is twins themselves who contribute to the twin mystique. They may exploit their twinship in order to attract attention—or customers. For instance, a restaurant in New York City is owned by twin sisters and staffed by thirty-seven sets of identical twins, with each set working the same shift. New York Times restaurant critic Ruth Reichl became an inadvertent cheerleader for the twin mystique with this cleverly written restaurant review: “Twins sounds like a pretty silly gimmick. Until you get there. When you are greeted at the door by two gorgeous and identical hostesses, then glance at the bar to find two identical men pouring drinks, the idea begins to grow on you. By the time a pair of waitresses arrives, one wearing a sign saying ‘I’m not Lisa,’ the other a sign saying ‘I’m not Debbie,’ it is hard not to be charmed. Twins, owned by one pair of twins and staffed by many others, creates its own giddy world of doubles. Most times there are twins at some of the tables as well, which makes those of us who came into the world alone feel as if we were somehow cheated. Where are our doubles?”1 Reichl adds that a pack of Doublemint gum comes with the check.


It seems everyone wants to buy into the twin mystique. Twinsburg, Ohio, has put itself on the map by hosting an annual “Twins Days Festival,” drawing more than three thousand sets of twins from across the country who compete in talent shows, as well as for titles proclaiming “most alike” and “least alike.” In response to a frequently asked question on their Web site, “Do we have to dress alike?” festival organizers respond that, although some twins hate calling attention to themselves by dressing alike in “real life,” at the festival you stand out by dressing differently: “It’s part of the festival to dress up. Heck, there are even boy/girl twins who dress alike, just to show their common bond to any doubters who might say, ‘Hey, you’re not a twin!’ Many sets don’t normally dress alike. Some, though, enjoy dressing alike whenever they go out together. More power to ’em, I say. Wish I had that kinda confidence to stand out in public.” The message seems to be, the more bonded to your twin and the more confident you are as a person, the more you’ll want to dress like a twin forever.


At a recent Twins Days Festival, the Discovery Health Channel scouted for “America’s Most Identical Twins.” The festival organizers identified sets of twins who shared similar personality traits, as well as food and fashion preferences. Those judged to be the most alike later underwent a battery of tests and were filmed separately while ordering in a restaurant, shopping for an outfit, and meeting a prospective dating partner. But guess what happened? The twin brothers who were found to be the most identical according to the Discovery Channel’s psychological and behavioral criteria reported that they actually felt quite different from one another and were thus surprised by the findings. They believed that they were different, even if the show organizers, judges, and television audience perceived them as behaving identically.2


Why the ongoing focus on behavioral similarities in twins? Although many psychological studies emphasize the individuality of twins and the latest scientific research reveals that even identical twins are different on a cellular level, the general public still has the desire to find twins to be more similar than they actually are. Again, there is a longing for twinship to be about likemindedness, which seems to have been behind the Discovery Channel’s attempt to prove how alike twins are behaviorally.


Twins used to be relatively rare, contributing to society’s fascination with them. With the prevalence of infertility treatments, which increase the number of fertilized eggs, twins have become increasingly common. Between 1994 and 2004, the multiple-birth ratio in the United States increased 32 percent. In our country in 2004, 3.4 percent of live births were multiple deliveries,3 marking a dramatic increase in the number of twins. Despite a concurrent increase in scientific research related to twins, the twin mystique persists, and fantasies about twinship still dominate.



A New Parentingof-Twins Philosophy


While many parents of twins seem to embrace the concept of encouraging individuality, most unwittingly undermine it. Getting caught up in the twin mystique is hard to avoid when relatives, friends, and the media persist in promoting it. But when you consider how crucial it is for each of your children to develop a unique sense of themselves and the freedom to decide who they want to become without being typecast as half of a twin set, your parenting decisions will be that much easier. The following are my core parenting guidelines for helping your twins develop into happy, self-realized, unique individuals. In the chapters to come, we’ll see how each of these concepts can be applied to the parenting of twins at every stage of their development.







1. Think of your twins as two unique individuals.


Twins need to be addressed as individual children who will grow up to be individual adults. If you relate to them as “twins” rather than as separate beings, they will relate to each other and the world as “twins” because that will be the reality they’ll know. Thinking of your children as distinct individuals from the moment you are told you’re pregnant with twins will ensure that they think of themselves as unique.


This concept may seem obvious, but every parenting decision you make will be based on it. If you think of your children as two separate individuals, rather than as “the twins,” your treatment of them will follow accordingly. It’s a question of creating a new mind-set. It may help to remind yourself repeatedly that twins are two babies who happen to have been born at the same time, not conjoined souls destined to be forever linked together.







2. Expect to have different feelings for each child.


Even parents of singletons can feel guilty about having different feelings for each of their children. Parents of twins tend to feel such guilt even more strongly. If you accept that your children are unique, however, it only makes sense that they will elicit different feelings in you. Feeling impatient with one twin baby and delighted by the other, feeling angry at one two-year-old’s willfulness and relieved that the other plays happily by herself, or even feeling that you have more in common with one preteen twin than the other does not mean that you love one child more than the other. Accepting that you have different feelings in response to your children’s behavior and personalities means that you acknowledge their uniqueness.


I have read many studies of twins, each of which lists various reasons why parents may prefer one baby over the other. For example, one study shows that when babies don’t come home from the hospital at the same time due to medical reasons, the baby who comes home first may be preferred because the second baby is perceived as an intruder. Other studies reveal that some parents prefer the smaller twin, the more sociable twin, the twin who sleeps longer, the twin who cries less. The important thing to remember is not to suppress your feelings; they are normal and to be expected. Suppressing how you feel can result in unnecessary guilt and uncertainty about your parenting abilities. In fact, preferring one child to the other for such reasons as those listed above changes with time because children’s behavior constantly shifts, and so do your reactions to it. Being conscious of your distinct emotional responses to each child and accepting those distinctions will help you normalize feelings that are simply a fact of life in raising twins.







3. Give each child consistent “alone time” with you. They need it in order to adequately bond with you.


Every infant benefits from one-on-one time with his or her parent; it helps fulfill a basic human need. If a newborn could talk, he would likely say, “Pay attention to me, look at me, listen to me, know me.” A child and his or her parent will know each other better with the opportunity for regular, focused time together. Tuning in to your child’s needs in the first year of life helps you attune to your baby’s emotional and physical communications, and this attunement is enhanced when you are with one baby at a time. As your baby experiences your responses to him again and again, a secure attachment develops. He comes to expect that he will be appropriately soothed when he is hungry or tired, happy or excited. Allowing him to get to know you—and feel known by you—helps lay the foundation for his sense of who he is in relationship to the world.


The importance of alone time with one’s parent doesn’t end at infancy. It extends throughout one’s entire childhood.







4. Don’t attempt to provide a “fair and equal” childhood for your twins.


Just as it is impossible to create a completely safe environment for our children, it is also impossible to create a fair and equal one. Yet most parents, especially parents of twins, understandably feel the need to do just that. In fact, an important part of our job is to help our children learn how to adapt to or overcome unfair circumstances. If we’re always trying to make things “fair” for them, they might not learn how to meet this challenge. Learning to cope with unfairness and inequality is an inescapable emotional task. As parents, when we attempt to create a fair and equal environment for our twins, however well meaning we might be, we give them a false impression about themselves and the world and inhibit their ability to deal with life’s inevitable inequalities. Life is not fair, and twins are not equal.


As a twin and a mother of twins, the notion of inequality is something I have always treasured because it denotes distinctions between two separate people. When you treat each twin differently, you communicate to your children that you realize they are distinct individuals. And as parents, we can redefine “fair” to mean fair with regard to each child’s unique needs and emotional makeup.







5. Don’t compare twins to each other; each is on his or her unique life path.


Twins begin life in the same place at the same time, but that doesn’t mean they are headed in the same direction. Too often, parents believe they are helping their twins by making distinctions based on how each compares to the other. While saying, “He’s the athletic one, unlike his brother, the math whiz,” may sound benign, all children want to be seen in their own light, not in the shadow of someone else. Even siblings who are not twins don’t like to be compared to each other. They need their parents to know who they really are, not how they stack up against their brother or sister. For twins, this need is especially strong.


Labeling one twin with one description and the other twin with another is usually a well-meaning attempt by parents to differentiate between their two children—Linda is the creative one; Laura is the scholar. Unfortunately, the labels can stick. When used frequently, they affect how others see the twins and how the twins see themselves. So, the label becomes a limiting, self-fulfilling prophecy. As parents of twins, we need to make a special effort not to promote comparisons and labels to define our children. We must respect that children constantly change and develop in their unique ways. Helping them gain the tools they’ll need to chart their own paths is much more beneficial to their personal growth than saddling them with restrictive labels.







6. Encourage twins to pursue their own friendships and interests.


Being the same age and most often going to the same schools, twins draw from the same pool of potential friends. But it is important that each child be encouraged to develop her own friendships, apart from her twin. Again, this is part of the individuation process through which children come to develop a distinct self, personally and socially. Engaging in activities that reflect their own interests and having experiences separate from their twin likewise helps children and teens to discover and define themselves as individuals.


As parents of twins, part of our job is to ensure that each child has sufficient opportunities to seek out his own friends and develop his own interests, apart from his twin sibling. We need to create these opportunities for our children beginning when they are very young, and we can only do so if we accept how important separate experiences are for each child’s individual growth.







7. Don’t rely on your twins to be each other’s constant companion or surrogate parent.


With today’s hectic schedules, it can be a relief for parents to assume that their twins seem naturally to want to be together and to take care of each other. As young children, they may seem like built-in playmates; as they get older, they may appear to enjoy being each other’s best friend and most trusted confidant. And one twin may actually take on the role of surrogate parent, seeing to the other’s emotional needs. But when “too much togetherness” shuts out parents and others, twins don’t learn to socialize in an age-appropriate manner. And the lack of psychological boundaries between twin children can lead to confused roles and, sometimes, inappropriate behavior.


One of the dangers of twins parenting each other is that they develop an intense need to maintain an emotional equilibrium. This means that in order not to rock the boat of their overly close connection, each child denies her own feelings or prevents herself from branching out on her own for fear of upsetting the other. When twins become each other’s parental figure, it may be a sign that their actual parents are not adequately fulfilling their parental roles. All children, even those who have close relationships with a sibling, need focused attention, guidance, and emotional support from their parents. Twins shouldn’t be expected to provide these for each other.






An Invitation


Raising emotionally healthy twins is more involved than simply memorizing these seven points and vowing to adhere to them. In the upcoming chapters, as you read about how other parents have successfully used the seven-point philosophy to face the unique challenges of parenting their twins, I hope you will be inspired and encouraged. Whether you’ve just found out you’re pregnant with twins or are the parent of twin teens, I invite you to consider your own emerging twin-parenting story as you hear about how others have shaped theirs.


As to how this twin-parenting philosophy relates to identical versus fraternal twins, the issues are quite similar. While parents of identical twins must be even more aware of the need to perceive and treat each child as a unique individual, parents of fraternal twins also need to adhere closely to the seven principles. Whether twins are identical or fraternal, they must be valued for their individuality, and they need their parents to teach them to develop their unique abilities, as well as to handle the inevitable competition and comparison with their same-age sibling. It’s true that these challenges can be greater for identical twins and for fraternal twins of the same sex, but regardless of which type of twins yours are, the seven principles will guide you in making sure that your same-age children have every opportunity to grow into the emotionally healthy, self-determined individuals they deserve to be.





1. Ruth Reichl, “Twins at Twins—Diner’s Journal,” New York Times, January 13, 1995.


2. Nancy L. Segal, “More Extraordinary Lives of Twins,” Twin Research and Human Genetics (June 2006): 477.


3. National Center for Health Statistics, Final Natality Data, March of Dimes, 2007, available at www.marchofdimes.com/peristats (accessed May 15, 2007).






















two
MENTALLY PREPARING FOR TWO SEPARATE BABIES




Once we got the news that I was having twins, my husband and I couldn’t stop talking about the twins this and the twins that. Every mental image I had of them was of . . . them! Together. Together in their stroller, playing together in their playpen, sleep mates keeping each other company in their crib. When I joined the parents-of-twins group and started talking to others about what to expect, I realized that I hadn’t really stopped to think of each baby apart from the other. That was quite a revelation. 


—CRYSTAL, MOTHER OF TWINS





Relating to your twins as separate individuals begins the moment you find out you’re pregnant with two babies. Like Crystal and many other expectant parents of twins, you may find that the phrase “I’m pregnant with two babies” sounds a bit strange. But referring to your future children in this way actually makes a difference in how you think about them, and it’s never too early to begin connecting with each child as one of a kind rather than as half of a duo. In fact, as you plan for your babies’ arrival, it is important to consider each of the seven points discussed in the last chapter and to think about how you might incorporate them into your future role as the parent of twins. Knowing that your attitude in approaching each twin is vital to his or her healthy development will inspire you to try the strategies I’ll be suggesting in this chapter, some of which may strike you as quite unusual.


To begin with, why not welcome each baby-to-be with a private conversation? Communicating with each twin is a way to begin the bonding process, as well as thinking of each baby as separate from the other. During pregnancy, you can send the message to each baby—however you choose to do so—that you are looking forward to his or her arrival as a uniquely cherished individual. Whether you talk or sing to each child or simply communicate silently with each one, it is important to acknowledge that in your mind and in your heart you perceive each baby as distinct and special. If you begin sending this message while your babies are still growing inside you (or your partner), welcoming each one into the world as a separate person will feel that much more natural.


Each of us needs to feel unique and adequate in our own right. If, in the mind of her parent, a child’s identity is primarily defined by her being a twin, it becomes very difficult for her to reach her potential as an individual human being. Throughout this chapter, we’ll hear from expectant parents who began preparing for their two babies by employing strategies to help them think about each twin as an individual. And I’ll help you consider the issues that arise during pregnancy that relate to perceiving your twins as two separate babies.


In case you’re wondering whether this individuality thing is solely a psychological matter, consider what scientists have to say about the biological individuality of twins.



Two Biologically Unique Babies


As expectant parents of twins who are learning to relate to your babies as individuals, it will help you to know that several scientific studies support the biological individuality of twins. In fact, research shows that even identical twins are not actually identical. While identical twins share the exact same DNA, studies reveal that they do not have an identical epigenetic profile, meaning that there are differences in identical twins’ cellular development. Indeed, scientists are finding that the cellular makeup of identical twins differentiates as they age. And environmental influences, such as dietary habits and living conditions, also impact each twin’s cellular organization. Future studies may help explain how differences in cellular organization result in one identical twin’s suffering from a particular condition while the other one does not.1


Researchers are finding other differences between identical twins as well. Neuropsychiatrist and psychoanalyst Alessandra Piontelli writes that, in twin pregnancies, no two fetuses have the exact same intrauterine conditions. You may notice, for example, that when observing your twins on ultrasounds, one may be poking the other, one may be taking up more space, or one may appear to be much more active than the other. Since no two fetuses have identical environments in which to develop, each fetus’s interaction with its environment, including nutritional intake, is at least slightly different, which in turn produces physical and behavioral differences. Piontelli also reports that the distinct personalities of each fetus highlighted in ultrasounds further debunks the myth of identicalness. “Ultrasounds allow us to catch a glimpse of the dawning of individual dispositions,” she observes. “Recognising [sic] that the intrauterine environment is not neutral, but favors and shapes individual differences, may further encourage us to look at so-called identical twins as behaviorally distinct and unique human beings from the start.”2


Since this fascinating research concludes that individuality in twins is a biological fact, we can feel even more confident as parents that we’re doing the right thing by emphasizing each child’s individuality, even at this prebirth phase of development.



A Note of Caution


A lot of parents who have watched their twins on a sonogram talk about differences they perceived in fetal behavior and how this seemed to determine the babies’ behavior once they were born. Perhaps one fetus kicked the other, or one seemed to stifle the other by taking up more room in the womb. Such observations often lead parents to attribute permanent qualities to their twin children. For example, one of my clients talked about how one of her twins had had more problems because “he was squished by his twin in the womb.” I understand that parents characterize their children in this way in order to try to differentiate who the babies are and who they will become. But such prenatal labeling as “he’s the pushy one; she’s the passive one” attributes qualities to children that may not be correct or real in any way. Just because a fetus seems to be cramped and less active on the sonogram doesn’t mean she’ll grow up to be passive. But sometimes well-meaning parents of twins will see a behavior after birth and say, “Oh, of course he acts that way; he was on top of his brother in utero for nine months!”


The twin mystique is largely responsible for such unrealistic generalizations because it involves attributing a child’s behavior to the particular relationship he has to his twin. How one fetus appeared to relate to the other in the womb becomes a way of describing a baby’s, toddler’s, or teenager’s personality, with little focus on more meaningful ways of understanding each individual twin or how they relate with one another.


Remember, not only are your babies unique individuals, but they are defined by many more influences than simply their relationship to each other—inside or outside of the womb. And in the first stages of life, the parent-child relationship, not the intrauterine communication between twins, is the most important aspect of a child’s development.



Mixed Emotions


Before we explore a new way to announce to others that you’re pregnant with twins, it’s important for you to acknowledge your own emotional response to the news. Finding out that you’re having twins can elicit a myriad of emotions, some of which expectant parents of twins often feel guilty about or ashamed of. Even if you had anticipated the possibility of twins due to in vitro procedures or genetic history, learning for certain that you’ll be bringing two babies into the world at the same time is an emotional jolt.


According to Linda G. Leonard of the Multiple Births Support Program at the University of British Columbia’s School of Nursing and Jane Denton of the Multiple Births Foundation at Queen Charlotte’s and Chelsea Hospital in London in a paper entitled “Preparation for Parenting Multiple Birth Children,” parents’ responses to the news that they’re expecting more than one baby can include a combination of shock, ambivalence, anxiety, and distress—as well as pride, elation, and fulfillment. Unlike parents who learn they are expecting one baby and generally feel both elated and anxious, parents who find out they are expecting two feel those things and a whole lot more.


The women in my mothers-of-twins groups openly reveal their mix of positive and not-so-positive emotions. If they are first-time parents-to-be and have struggled to get pregnant or undergone months, even years, of in vitro treatments, their initial reactions are, of course, elation and triumph. Women feel they finally belong; they are at last entitled to join the most primal of sororities: birth mothers. Men who have experienced with their wives the possibility of permanent infertility may feel especially validated and proud about having twins. After trying, failing, and trying again and again to help create a baby, they are now thrilled to be expecting two. If you and your partner went through in vitro and are now pregnant with twins, chances are you use words like “grateful,” “blessing,” “ecstatic,” and even “miracle” to describe how you both feel about the happy news.


Even expectant parents who have not undergone in vitro are generally delighted with the news that they’ll be having twins. Two babies at once are a very special, joy-filled bundle and definitely cause for a double celebration.


But then, there are the less-than-joyful, yet very common, emotional responses, many of which parents expecting twins tend to keep under wraps. First, there is the shock. Contemplating the reality of two babies instead of one—being pregnant with them, delivering them, and somehow managing to care for them—is enough to send anyone into a panic. Parents worry that they won’t be able to handle the sheer physical work of taking care of two babies at once, that they won’t be able to give each one adequate attention or be able to cope financially. If they already have children, they worry about devoting enough time to them once the twins arrive. Women who work outside the home may fear a loss of identity due to the need to cut back on working hours or put their career on hold. Parents expecting twins are also understandably concerned about the increased physical risks for the babies, as well as maternal hardships during pregnancy, including a higher incidence of low birth weight, prematurity, a greater risk of cerebral palsy, less physical activity for the mother-to-be, and a greater possibility that she will require bed rest during her pregnancy. For all of these emotional and physical reasons, expectant parents of twins may secretly wish they were having only one baby and feel terribly guilty for harboring such thoughts.
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