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Dear Reader,

Finding out I was having twins was certainly a big surprise. After I recovered from the shock, my feelings fluctuated from nauseating despair (or was that morning sickness?) to giddy elation. I was desperately anxious to discover how I’d actually manage to care for two babies simultaneously. At that time, there were very few books that realistically conveyed the experience of a twin pregnancy, much less prepared parents for the challenge of raising multiples once they arrived.

This is the book that I would have wanted to read prior to the birth of my twin daughters. It informs rather than alarms, preparing you to face your future with multiples. First-time parents will be relieved to know that, in some ways, managing more than one is actually easier than parenting singletons of different ages! Established parents will discover how to accommodate the unique demands of multiples while integrating the new additions into their existing lifestyle.

Every aspect of having twins has exceeded my expectations. However, the biggest surprise has been the joy I’ve experienced along the way. Certainly, my husband and I have seen our share of double drudgery, with hectic days followed by sleepless nights. But like many things in life, the rewards of hard work far outweigh the sacrifices. The love that you give to your multiples will be returned to you exponentially.
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Top 10 Myths and Misconceptions
 about Multiples


	Multiples usually skip a generation.

	Fraternal twins are always a boy and a girl.

	Twins with two placentas must be fraternal twins.

	You have to buy two (or three or more) of everything for your multiple babies.

	All multiples must be born by cesarean section.

	Having two kids close in age is the same as having twins.

	Having twins is twice as hard, and triplets make it three times harder for parents.

	Identical twins always look exactly alike.

	It’s impossible to breastfeed multiples.

	You must have taken fertility drugs if you have twins or more.




Introduction

SO, YOU’RE HAVING MULTIPLES! As parents, you’ve been gifted with a treasure: a set of twins, triplets, or more—an instant family, so to speak. There’s no doubt about it; this is going to have a big impact on your family. Their arrival will mean some changes for everyone.

These days, very few multiples make a surprise appearance in the delivery room. Chances are, you have some time to prepare for their entrance into this world. You’ll be able to make informed choices along the way, from investing in baby equipment to selecting child care. You’ll take the necessary steps to prepare your household and line up assistance so that everyone’s needs are covered. You’ll also be able to prepare yourself physically for the challenges of a multiple pregnancy; by taking good care of yourself, you’ll optimize your chances of a healthy outcome for each baby, as well as mom.

Whether you conceived using assistance from reproductive technology or on your own, the news may come as quite a shock. Your mind is probably whirling with questions. “How could this happen?” “Why us?” The more you learn about the biology of multiples, the more you’ll understand how you came to be in this position. Whether due to science, heredity, or a random coincidence, ultimately multiples are a miracle.

You’re likely to experience some negative reaction to your news. “Double trouble!” “Triple terror!” “Better you than me!” However, you’ll only hear that reaction from people who don’t actually have multiples. Talk to the families that have been similarly blessed, and they’ll respond with smiles and congratulations. They are the ones who know the true joy and amazement of raising multiples. It’s important to seek them out as a source of reassurance and support.

You may have some ambivalence and anxiety about the situation as well. How will you cope? Can you afford twins or more? Will you need a bigger car or even a bigger home? Health concerns loom large. Suddenly you’ve been upgraded to a high-risk pregnancy, with vague threats of bed rest, preterm labor, and complications for your babies. This book will help waylay some of your worries.

Identifying and discussing potential problems during pregnancy shouldn’t alarm you. Rather, it should be informative. In the event that you encounter problems, you’ll be educated about your options and prepared to deal with the consequences. With some extra monitoring and precautions, your chances are good for a healthy outcome.

Adjusting your expectations as a parent is an important component of preparing for the arrival of multiples. You’ll have to switch your focus from one baby to two or more. It’s easy to classify multiples as a set or a group, but as their parents, you’ll quickly realize that each of your children is a unique individual. Your challenge will be to identify and meet their needs as individuals. It is a fascinating process to watch them develop as unique entities within the context of their bond as twins or multiples.

Having twins, triplets, or higher order multiples is a challenge, but one that reaps huge rewards. They bring a unique dynamic to a family, a special status that sets you apart from families with singletons. Not only are they a blessing to their parents, but they will enjoy the lifelong blessing of companionship and a special bond with each other.


CHAPTER 1

The Magic of Multiples

Welcome to the wonderful world of multiples! If you just recently made the discovery that your family is being expanded by multiples, you are probably feeling a bit overwhelmed with shock and awe at the prospect of adding a twosome, threesome, or even more. You may be curious as to how it came to pass. You may be anxious about how multiples will mesh with your family’s lifestyle, and how you will meet the needs of several simultaneous siblings. Having multiples is a truly unique parenting experience, filled with fascination and occasional moments of frustration.

What’s Different about Multiples?

By having twins, triplets, or other multiples, you have been granted inclusion into a special class of parents. Although they wouldn’t necessarily have asked for this honor, most parents wouldn’t trade it for the world. Maybe you have always had a secret fascination with multiples and suspected you would bear them. Or maybe you thought you’d be the last person on earth to have multiples. Either way, this blessing will set you apart from other families and bring a new designation to your identity as a parent.

Having multiples is extraordinary. If you gathered a group of 100 parents, only two or three would be able to claim multiples. For the rest of your life, you are guaranteed to get a reaction when you talk about your children. Gasps of “Oh!” “Wow!” “Lucky you!” and “Better you than me!” are common responses when you tell someone you have multiples.

Some might wonder why twins and multiples are a big deal. Plenty of families have lots of kids, right? What makes it so different? There are many ways that having two, three, or more babies at the same time is different than having the same number of singletons. In some ways it makes family life easier, but in others it makes things much more complicated. No matter how close in age singletons may be, the fact remains that they were born one at a time. Their parents had at least nine months to prepare for the arrival of the next child. The organizational challenges of meeting the needs of multiple newborns are simply more demanding.
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As a parent of multiples, you’ll often hear people say, “Oh, my kids were only eleven months apart. It was just like having twins.” There’s no easy way—and no good reason—to politely explain to someone that the two situations are nothing alike. It’s easiest just to smile and nod agreeably.



The Impact of Birth Order

Birth order has a tremendous impact on the structure of families. Not only does it contribute to the personality development of each individual child, but it also sets the standard for how each child is treated. Older children have more freedom, but likewise more responsibility; their advanced age makes them developmentally capable of handling it. Younger children benefit from interaction with their older siblings and learn from their experiences.

Multiples, on the other hand, lack the defined roles created by birth order. Being the same age, and generally of equal status within the family, there is no formalized structure for establishing order. The effort to create and reinvent a pecking order can generate ongoing tension for the family.

The Group Dynamic

Outsiders may look at your duo, trio, or higher order multiples and see two, three, or more kids. What they don’t realize is that in addition to having these individual children, as a parent of multiples you also have to contend with a group dynamic. With multiples, parents don’t simply have an extra child or two. The group dynamic adds an entirely new element. You know the old saying, “Two heads are better than one”? Working in conjunction with each other, a group of multiples is easily more daring, more creative, and more clever than any individual child on his own.

The companionship and cooperation of their same-age siblings often incites behavior that exceeds an individual child’s limits. Together, multiples will invent more schemes, attempt more stunts, and create more messes. There is power in numbers, and harnessing that power is one of the biggest challenges faced by parents of multiples.

Playing Fair

Another unique challenge is maintaining equality among multiples. It’s often a struggle for parents of twins or more to ensure that each child gets his or her fair share; whether it is time, attention, or material goods, it is difficult (if not impossible) to always dole out an equitable portion. Life is simply not fair. Unfortunately, you can’t always convince multiples of that fact, and as a parent you can never quit striving to make it so! Soothing jealousy and stifling competition is a constant battle for parents until multiples mature to an age where they can accept and appreciate the similarities and differences among them.

The Bond They Share

The bond between a set of multiples is unique. Beginning even before birth, it is one of the longest and most enduring interpersonal relationships that a human being can have. It surpasses that of regular siblings. The intensity of this relationship often makes multiples the best of friends one moment and bitter enemies the next.

As a parent, you’ll have a unique opportunity to watch your multiples’ bond grow and develop from the very beginning. You’ll have responsibility for nurturing each child as an individual within the context of their relationship to their co-multiples. It’s never too early to start thinking how you’ll accomplish that balance.

Share and Share Alike

All members of a family have to learn to share to get along. But multiples share more than most siblings. Beginning in the womb, they share space and, sometimes, a placenta. Most share a birthday. Infant multiples may share a crib, the milk from their mother’s breasts, and most of their clothing.

Despite their parents’ best efforts to endow them with ownership, multiples will most likely battle for custody over every toy and plaything that crosses their path. However, they’ll generously share every germ and virus that comes their way. Of course, they’ll share lots of fun, too, commemorating milestones and making happy memories together as they grow up. As playmates, they will have access to instant stimulation and constant companionship, often relieving parents of the burden of playing the role of entertainer.

Give and Take

Whether it is a parent’s attention, the right to be first, or sole ownership of a plaything they’re after, multiples can be extremely competitive with one another. Many multiples are able to channel their competitive nature into achievement when they grow older, excelling in sports or academics.

Sometimes the dynamic between a pair of multiples is one of compensating, rather than competing. Where one is lacking in a character attribute or skill, the other will step up to the plate. For example, many multiples exhibit delays in language development because the twin with stronger language skills does most of the talking for her weaker sibling, communicating for both of them.
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Do identical twins have a closer bond than fraternal twins?

While the scientific community might argue that shared DNA makes them more compatible, the consensus among parents of multiples seems to indicate that this has no bearing on their relationship. Sometimes identical twins don’t get along simply because they are too similar, while fraternal multiples craft an incredibly close bond due to their shared environment.



Myths and Mysteries about Multiples

People have long been fascinated by multiple births. Since ancient times, twins have played a role in mythology and legend. In some cultures, they are revered; in others they are considered an abomination. Twins are often used symbolically to represent the contrast between good and evil or as a symbol of true companionship.

The legendary status of twins has created some interesting misconceptions. Multiples are not identical clones of each other. They are completely unique individuals who happened to be born at the same time. They don’t have ESP and can’t read each other’s minds, although they sometimes finish each other’s sentences and often seem to be eerily in tune with each other’s thoughts.

Some people mistakenly assume that twins or other multiples will be less intelligent, less talented, or otherwise deficient because they share genes. This is absolutely not the case. There is no correlation between intelligence and ability and multiple birth.

It’s also not true that multiples can be characterized into opposing categories. In any given twin set, you can’t label one as all good and one as all bad. There’s not a “smart one” and a “dumb one,” a “pretty one” and a “homely one,” or a “shy one” and an “outgoing one.” It just doesn’t work that way. Unfortunately, sometimes people apply those labels to multiples, and if the children hear such talk often enough as they grow up, they may begin to identify and define themselves according to these views of others. Parents should be alert to these types of labels; avoid using them to describe your children and discourage others from attempting to typecast them.

What You Need to Know about Twins and Multiples


	
Having twins is not the same as having two children close in age. Parents of multiples face different issues than parents of singletons. While there are some additional challenges, there are also special blessings that accompany multiples.

	
Multiples share a unique bond. Although they can be the best of buddies, they may also contend with jealousy and animosity. Twins are not clones of each other, nor are they polar opposites. Parents of multiples must nurture their children as individuals, but also recognize the unique relationship that their children share.

	
Parents of multiples are in good company. There are many famous twins—and parents of twins. Multiples are a popular topic in movies and literature, and also on television. Many celebrities from the realm of music, sports, and politics also have a connection to multiples.




CHAPTER 2

An Introduction to Zygosity

One of the first and most common questions that you will be asked about your multiples is “Are they identical or fraternal?” Although most people understand that these are the two basic types of twins, some members of the general public truly have no idea what these terms really describe. Twin type (this term refers to all multiples, not just twins) has very little to do with appearance, and everything to do with the originating relationship of the individuals. It’s based on zygosity.

What Is Zygosity?

Most people are familiar with the terms identical and fraternal, but the categorizations don’t represent twin type as accurately as the more scientific classifications of zygosity. Scientifically speaking, there are two basic types of multiples. Monozygotic, or identical, multiples are the result of a single zygote, or fertilized egg, while dizygotic (or multizygotic) multiples form from two or more zygotes. These multiples are commonly termed fraternal. All twins fit into one of these categories. Triplets, quadruplets, and other higher order multiples may be one or the other, or even a combination of both. For example, two children in a set of triplets may be monozygotic while the third is dizygotic. Twin typing, or determining zygosity, means figuring out which of these two types of multiples you have.

To understand zygosity, you have to start at the very beginning: conception. It starts when a woman’s ovary releases an egg, or oocyte, into her fallopian tube and it travels toward the uterus. This process is called ovulation, and happens monthly. Along the way, sperm released by a male during sexual intercourse try to intercept the oocyte. If a sperm is able to penetrate, the egg becomes fertilized. The fertilized oocyte continues its journey to the uterus, dividing and combining cells to form a zygote. It implants in the uterus and begins to grow into a baby. But variations in the process can produce multiples—twins, triplets, or more. Zygosity not only defines twin type, but also can give parents valuable insight into their multiples’ origin.

The zygosity of your multiples is significant on several levels. First, it’s nice to have an answer when people ask whether your multiples are fraternal or identical! It’s also helpful to understand how and why you became pregnant with multiples. But, more importantly, determining zygosity is important in identifying certain medical issues associated with twinning.

Dizygotic Twins

Sometimes during the ovulation process, the ovaries are prompted to release multiple eggs. There are many reasons for this occurrence. A normal female body has two ovaries, one on the left side and one on the right. Both contain thousands of eggs. Generally the ovaries take turns ovulating, but occasionally they will each release an egg in a single cycle. Some women have a genetic tendency to hyperovulate, or release numerous eggs every month. Other women might release multiple eggs on an occasional basis due to hormonal fluctuations. Sometimes hormones are influenced by medication, such as birth control pills or fertility enhancements like Clomid or Pergonal. But they can also be impacted by a woman’s age (older women tend to release multiple eggs more often than younger women) or by lifestyle.

Dizygotic twins are conceived if two eggs are fertilized by sperm (di meaning two and zygotic referring to the fertilized egg, or zygote). If both zygotes implant in the uterus, you’ve got twins! Likewise, three zygotes produce triplets and four would equal quadruplets. Generally, even higher order multiples that are born of separate zygotes are all referred to as dizygotic, although a more accurate term would be multizygotic.

Dizygotic Defined

Dizygotic twins are essentially siblings that happen to be born at the same time. They are each formed from a separate egg and a separate sperm. Just as related children within a family have a variety of appearances and characteristics based on the combination of genetic traits they inherit from their parents, dizygotic twins can also be very alike or very different. They can be boys, girls, or one of each.

When people talk about twins being hereditary or skipping a generation, they are referring to dizygotic twins. Women with a gene for hyperovulation are more likely to conceive twins since they routinely release multiple eggs. Their daughters have an increased chance of having twins as well, if they inherit the gene. However, if a woman gives birth to a son, his impact on the twinning process is irrelevant, as men do not have ovaries or ovulate. However, his daughter may inherit the hyperovulation tendency and produce twin grandchildren, thus causing the gene to “skip” a generation.

Causes of Dizygotic Twinning

Many other interesting characteristics influence dizygotic twinning. A woman’s chances of conceiving dizygotic twins increase when:


	She’s had a previous multiple pregnancy

	She’s over age forty-five

	She’s already had several other children

	She is a dizygotic twin herself, or her mother or maternal grandmother was a twin

	She has irregular sexual intercourse

	She consumes a lot of dairy products (not including those from organic sources)

	She has a BMI (body mass index) higher than 30

	She conceives shortly after discontinuing birth control pills. (This is not recommended due to the risk of birth defects.)



FIGURE 2-1 Egg-Splitting Chart
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[image: ] (a.) Monozygotic (identical) twins form from a single egg that splits after fertilization. (b.) Dizygotic (fraternal) multiples result when more than one egg is fertilized. (c.) Polar body twins are the result of single ova that splits prior to fertilization.

Monozygotic Twins

As opposed to dizygotic twins, monozygotics form from a single zygote. (Mono means one.) For reasons yet to be exactly determined by science, a single fertilized egg sometimes splits and divides the contained cell matter between two individual zygotes; both begin the process of dividing and combining cells to form embryos, resulting in two babies.

No one knows exactly what causes an egg to divide. Several theories have been formulated, but none are accepted as fact. Some scientists believe that it is related to the age of the egg, while others suggest that an enzyme in certain sperm is the cause. But no one knows for sure, and monozygotic twinning remains one of the great magical mysteries of life. A zygote can split more than once. Some triplets, quadruplets, and one documented case of quintuplets, the Dionne sisters, are monozygotic.
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Dizygotic twins generally outnumber monozygotics by about two to one. Interestingly, monozygotic twinning rates remain steady despite an overall increase in multiple births. Further, monozygotic rates are the same across populations; you’re equally likely to have identical twins whether you’re Japanese or African.



Because they have formed from a single zygote, monozygotic twins share the same genetic makeup. Since many human physical characteristics are determined by genetics, monozygotic twins may share a remarkable resemblance. This is why the term identical is a common way to describe them. However, environmental influences also affect appearance, so no two twins are ever exactly alike.
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Monozygotic twins are always of the same sex. The only exception is an extremely rare condition where a chromosomal abnormality in male (XY) monozygotic multiples results in the loss of a Y chromosome in one twin, producing a female (XO).



Other Zygosity Variations

Although monozygotic and dizygotic are the two accepted categories of twinship, there are some subtypes that deserve mention. You may or may not be able to determine whether your multiples fit into one of these categories, but they are interesting to consider.

Half-Identical or Semi-Identical Twins

You may have heard of a third type of twinning. The theory of polar body, or “half-identical,” twins provides a tidy explanation for dizygotic twins with a strong resemblance. A polar body is a small cell within the egg that divides off and usually degenerates and dies after fertilization. If, for some reason, the polar body divides off prematurely from the egg, it may also become fertilized by a sperm and develop as an embryo. No one is sure why or how it happens, and it appears to be very rare.

Developing from a single egg, but separate sperm, the twins share about 75 percent of their genotypes: 50 percent from their mother but only 25 percent from their father. They would be more “identical” or similar in appearance than dizygotic twins, but less so than monozygotics.

Researchers reported another rare classification of twinning in a report in the Journal of Human Genetics after analyzing the DNA of a set of twins that were identical on their mother’s side but shared only half of their father’s genes. It was determined that two separate sperm had fertilized a single egg, and then the egg split into two. Sesquizygotic twins—also called “semi-identical” twins—are distinct from polar body twins because the egg split after—rather than before—fertilization. At this time, these rare hybrid types of twinning are very difficult to identify and confirm without access to sophisticated genetic testing technology; the services that test zygosity for consumers do not provide this level of analysis. Parents may suspect their twins fit into these categories, but they probably won’t ever know for sure.

Dizygotic Variances

While not an alternate twin type, other categories of twins are subsets or special types of either monozygotic or dizygotic twinning. Among dizygotic twins, two unique divergences have been identified.

Superfetation occurs when a second egg is inadvertently released in a subsequent reproductive cycle despite the fertilization of the first. The result is multiples that are conceived at different times, up to twenty-four days apart. Superfetation may account for discrepancies in fetal size and development in dizygotic multiples. If confirmed during the pregnancy, the “older” baby may be delivered days or even weeks before his twin to promote optimal gestational well-being.

Superfecundation, on the other hand, describes a situation where dizygotic twins have different fathers. It happens when an ovulating woman has intercourse with multiple partners within a short span of time. Two eggs are fertilized by sperm from different men. Several cases of superfecundation have been identified and confirmed, including a case in Europe in the 1970s where the babies were of different races.

Mirror Image Twins

Mirror image twins are an example of a special type of monozygotic twins. About 23 percent of monozygotic twins are classified as “mirror image,” in that they exhibit reversed asymmetry in certain physical characteristics. For example, hair whorls rotate in opposite directions, moles or birthmarks are featured on opposite sides of the body, or the two have opposite hand preferences. In very rare cases, vital organs may develop on opposite sides of their bodies.

There’s no way to diagnostically confirm mirror image twins, except by observation of their features. It’s believed that mirror image twinning occurs due to a delayed split, about a week after fertilization, when the developing embryo has a clearly established right and left side. Mirror image twins generally share a placenta and other characteristics specific to monozygotic twins.

Conjoined Twins

Conjoined twins are a type of monozygotic multiples, originating from a single zygote that splits into two. However, they take their time splitting apart, with the consequence that they do not entirely separate, and begin to develop with connected tissue or organs.

With an increase in media attention focused on conjoined twins, it may seem that they are becoming more common. However, conjoined twins are an extremely rare type of monozygotic twins, representing only 1 in 500,000 pregnancies. The majority of conjoined twins are female, although no one is exactly sure why that is.

Generally, conjoined twins result if the split is delayed more than twelve days post-fertilization; the later the split, the more tissue and organ function is shared. Every set of conjoined twins has a unique connection, but about three-quarters of conjoined twins are connected at the torso. The degree of conjoinedness determines the outlook for the babies; few sets are able to survive without surgical separation. Many do not even survive in the womb—more than half are stillborn, and about 35 percent survive only one day.

Surgical separation of conjoined twins attracts much media attention, but unfortunately, many conjoined twins are not candidates for surgery. Babies who share major organ function cannot survive separately, putting parents in the unthinkable position of having to sacrifice one child for the survival of the other. Advances in medical technology are giving parents more hope, however, as doctors gain more expertise in the treatment of this unique kind of twinning.
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Conjoined twins are sometimes known as Siamese twins, a reference to Chang and Eng Bunker, the first set of conjoined twins to gain world renown. Born in Siam in the early 1800s, they traveled the world as circus performers before settling down and marrying sisters in North Carolina.



Although some conjoined twins live into old age, most are afflicted by health complications due to strain on their shared organs. It is estimated that about 50 percent of conjoined twins are stillborn, and many more do not survive more than a few days after birth. Even with a minimal connection, it is difficult for conjoined twins to lead a normal life. Modern medical technology makes surgical separation of conjoined twins an increasingly viable option, even when vital organs are shared. Success stories like Egyptian brothers Ahmed and Mohammed Ibrahim and American sisters Kendra and Maliyah Herrin provide hope for a healthy future.

Twin Typing In Utero

So how will you know what kind of multiples you have? In the past, some multiples never knew the truth about their origin. But as modern technology provides new ways to reveal the clues, conclusive information is more accessible. In some cases, doctors can even identify zygosity before the babies ever arrive.

Using Ultrasound

The babies’ arrangement in the womb may provide some clues about their zygosity, although the signs aren’t always conclusive. First, an ultrasound examination can provide a tip-off: the sex of the babies. If they are of opposite sex, they are obviously dizygotic. However, if their gender cannot be determined, or if all babies are of the same gender, they could be either monozygotic or dizygotic.

Placenta Analysis

Doctors can also use ultrasound to examine the placenta. Studying the placenta can be helpful in determining zygosity because the placental structure of monozygotic and dizygotic twins sometimes varies.

In any pregnancy, single or multiple, the fertilized egg travels to the uterus and implants in the uterine wall; from this point it is referred to as an embryo. The process may take several days. About a week after fertilization, the placenta begins to form along the inner wall of the uterus. Dizygotic multiples will implant individually in the uterus and develop individual placentas. Monozygotic twins, on the other hand, may follow one of several courses depending on when the zygote splits. If the split occurs early, within four days post-conception, monozygotics will act much as dizygotics; they’ll implant separately and, at least initially, have two distinct placentas. Early forming monozygotics can be indistinguishable from dizygotics.
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Determining zygosity before birth is tricky since the evidence is often inconclusive. Unless doctors can definitively identify two fetuses of the same gender with a shared placenta and a shared sac, they can’t be sure whether the multiples are dizygotic or monozygotic. To complicate matters, two placentas may fuse together over time, appearing as a single entity.



The majority of monozygotics, about two-thirds, experience the split between four and eight days post-fertilization. They will share a placenta and be enclosed within a shared chorion (the outer layer of the sac that contains a fetus), but will develop individually within separate and distinct amnions (the inner membrane surrounding the sac of amniotic fluid). These twins are referred to as monochorionic monozygotics. A small percentage of monozygotic twins, less than 2 percent, split after the amnion forms on or about day eight, and develop jointly within a shared amnion. Monoamniotic multiples will also share a single placenta and chorion. Doctors can often use ultrasound technology to determine the number of placentas and the structure of the chorion and amnion by identifying the membrane separating them. The absence of a distinguishing membrane may indicate monozygotic twins.

FIGURE 2-2 Chart of Membranes
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[image: ] Depending on when the egg splits, monozygotic twins will have two separate placentas (dichorionic) that may or may not fuse together. Or they may share a single placenta (monochorionic) but have individual amniotic sacs. Monoamniotic twins are encased in a single sac.

After Birth

Sometimes you can’t determine the zygosity of multiples until after they are born. After your babies are delivered, your physician may examine the placenta(s) visually or send them to a laboratory for pathological testing. Most monochorionic multiples are identified by laboratory analysis of the placenta after birth.

In the meantime, your babies may confirm or confound your suspicions by their similarities or dissimilarities. Even monozygotics may appear radically different due to their birth experience (perhaps one was a breech delivery) or factors in the uterine environment. On the other hand, some dizygotics have a strong resemblance as infants that fades as they grow older.

What if you still don’t know for sure? If you have same-sex babies that look alike but had two separate placentas, they could be either dizygotic or monozygotic. If you want to know the truth, further testing is required. Sometimes a simple blood test will reveal the secret; if the babies have different blood types, they are dizygotic. But if they share the same blood type, you’ll have to take the next step and pursue a DNA test.

In most cases, doctors won’t routinely order DNA testing to determine zygosity, and insurance won’t cover the costs. Fortunately, several private companies now offer twin-type testing services. The process is fairly simple, the results are usually conclusive, and the cost is minimal; several companies offer the test for less than $300.
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Because twins and other multiples provide scientists with such a rich resource for research, there is great interest in studying them. Many research studies will cover the cost of zygosity testing for participating multiples. It’s one way to unlock the secret of your multiples’ origin, while helping scientists unravel the secrets of the universe!



DNA testing determines zygosity by comparing cell samples from each child. Monozygotic twins, evolving from a single gene set, will have comparable samples. Dizygotic multiples, on the other hand, will exhibit differences in their DNA, since each child inherited a unique genetic package from their parents.

Zygosity Fast Facts


	
Twins and multiples are classified by zygosity. Zygosity is a way to describe twins based on how they form.

	
Dizygotic—or fraternal—twins are the result of two separate sperm/egg combinations. They are essentially two siblings who are conceived at about the same time and share a womb. Dizygotic twinning can be hereditary or influenced by environmental factors such as maternal age, diet, or body type.

	
Monozygotic twins are commonly known as identical. Only about one-third of twins are monozygotic, forming from a single egg/sperm combination that splits and develops into two individual embryos. Because they share the same combination of DNA, they can be remarkably similar and may look alike. Monozygotic twins that separate late form conjoined twins.

	
Twin type can be difficult to determine. Sometimes zygosity can be confirmed before birth by using ultrasound to assess placental structure. However, DNA sampling will more conclusively confirm whether multiples are monozygotic or dizygotic.




CHAPTER 3

Supertwins: Triplets and More

While twins have become fairly commonplace in our society, triplets and higher order multiples remain relatively rare. Nearly everyone knows a twin or a family with a set of twins in their genealogy. But many people live their entire lives without ever crossing paths with a quadruplet or sextuplet, except the ones they see on television. Discovering that you’re about to be responsible for so many babies can be quite daunting! Each additional baby that you welcome into this world represents an increase: in risk, in challenge, but also in blessings.

What Are Supertwins?

The term supertwins is used to refer to multiples of three, four, or more. Another term that is commonly used is higher order multiples. More descriptive names are assigned to specially designate the number of babies.


	
Three babies: Triplets

	
Four babies: Quadruplets (quads)

	
Five babies: Quintuplets (quints)

	
Six babies: Sextuplets

	
Seven babies: Septuplets

	
Eight babies: Octuplets

	
Nine babies: Nonuplets

	
Ten babies: Decaplets



Higher order multiples are conceived like anyone else, when a sperm meets an egg. Most supertwins are multizygotic, meaning that each individual embryo starts as a single egg-and-sperm combination. Sometimes a pair of individuals within the multiple set will be monozygotic and the rest will be dizygotic. In rare situations, the entire multiple set is monozygotic, the result of a fertilized egg splitting multiple times.

FIGURE 3-1 Supertwins Zygosity Permutations
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[image: ] Higher order multiples may be multizygotic, monozygotic, or a combination.

There’s no doubt about it. If you’re expecting triplets, quadruplets, or more, you’ve joined a rather elite club of parents. The birth rate for higher order multiples (triplets and more) jumped 400 percent between 1980 and 1998. However, despite this increase, they remain a relatively rare event. Take a look at the statistics.


	Naturally occurring triplet births occur in approximately 1 per 8,500 births.

	Naturally occurring quadruplet births happen only 1 per 600,000 births.

	The odds of having quintuplets in nonassisted conceptions are 1 in approximately 50,000,000.

	In 2008, about 1,950 sets of triplets and 85 sets of quadruplets were born in the United States.

	Triplets and above represented less than two-tenths (.147) of 1 percent of all live births in 2008.



How did you get so lucky? If you played the lottery with the same odds, you’d likely be a big winner!

Reproductive Technology and Supertwins

Much of the rise in supertwin birth rates over the last thirty years is attributed to advances in reproductive technology. New techniques and procedures increase the ability to produce viable pregnancies. The MOST (Mothers of Supertwins) organization estimates that 82 percent of higher order multiples (triplets and higher) are the result of fertility treatments.

Fertility Drugs

Treatment for infertility takes many forms, depending on a couple’s specific needs and issues. Fertility-enhancing drugs are often the first step for couples. Prescription drugs such as Clomid (clomiphene citrate) or Repronex (human menopausal gonadotropin) manipulate a woman’s hormones to induce and regulate ovulation. Sometimes the drugs cause hyperovulation, or the release of multiple eggs. This increases the odds of more than one egg becoming fertilized, and a resulting multizygotic multiple pregnancy.

Although the chances of conceiving twins while taking Clomid are estimated at about 7 percent, the drug is not generally associated with an increased risk of higher order multiples. However, other more powerful drugs are employed when Clomid fails to produce a pregnancy. These can have an extreme impact on ovulation, generating the release of numerous eggs, which, if fertilized, lead to the development of many fetuses.

The ART of Reproduction

Assisted reproductive technology (or ART) is the collective term used to describe procedures that involve manipulation of both a female egg and male sperm outside of the female body. There are several approaches that are used, depending on the cause of the infertility issue.


	
In vitro fertilization (IVF): Eggs are harvested from the mother’s ovaries and combined with sperm in a laboratory. (In vitro is Latin for “in glass.”) The fertilized eggs—or embryos—are then placed into the mother’s uterus.

	
Gamete intrafallopian transfer (GIFT): GIFT is similar to IVF, but the eggs are fertilized inside the woman’s body rather than outside. The mother’s eggs are removed from her ovaries and placed in her fallopian tube along with sperm from the father.

	
Zygote intrafallopian transfer (ZIFT): ZIFT is a combination of GIFT and IVF. It is also known as tubal embryo transfer. Eggs are fertilized in the lab, then placed in the mother’s fallopian tube (rather than the uterus, as in IVF).



In the past, reproductive specialists would often transfer multiple eggs or zygotes with the assumption that not all of the eggs would implant in the uterus and produce a viable pregnancy. In order to enhance the chances of conception—up the odds, so to speak—they would transfer five, six, or seven embryos. The practice become a source of controversy because of the increased number of risky multiple births that resulted.

What about Monozygotics?

Limiting the number of embryos reduces the chances of dizygotic multiples, but it doesn’t rule out multiples completely. An interesting relationship has been observed between monozygotic twins and ART. Reports indicate the monozygotic twinning rate following ART procedures is up to ten times higher than the natural occurrence of this type of twin. One theory proposes that the delay in the zygote’s growth and implantation gives it more time to split, but the cause remains as much a mystery as spontaneous incidence of monozygotic twinning.
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The American Society of Reproductive Medicine refined its guidelines in 2009 to limit the number of embryos transferred in in vitro fertilization cycles in an effort to reduce the number of higher order multiples as an outcome of assisted reproduction. The rate of supertwins has actually declined since the late 1990s, and is expected to continue to decrease as the guidelines are put into practice.



Whether by uncontrolled ovulation stimulation or overzealous embryo transfers, clearly reproductive technology has resulted in an increase in higher order multiples. Multiple birth is actually considered a complication of reproductive treatment, not the primary goal. Nevertheless, as a result, many previously infertile couples now find themselves the parents of triplets, quadruplets, or more.

Extreme Supertwins

While many animals give birth to litters, the human body is designed to bear only one baby at a time. Generally, two are easily sustained, but every additional baby pushes the situation to an extreme as competition for space and resources increases.

In recent years mothers have given birth to extreme supertwins like sextuplets, septuplets, and even octuplets. Higher order multiples such as these are not a new phenomenon, but their ability to survive has only been established in recent years as medical technology has grown to accommodate the extreme stresses of pregnancy and prematurity.

The first recorded set of surviving quintuplets was born in Canada in 1934. The identical Dionne quintuplets—Annette, Yvonne, Cecile, Marie Reine, and Emilie—became wards of the province of Ontario and were unfortunately turned into a public spectacle. Supertwins remain the subject of public curiosity as media outlets and reality television programs insist on keeping these extreme families in the spotlight.
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The Suleman octuplets, born in January 2009, are the first surviving set of octuplets. The six boys and two girls were born to an unemployed, single mother in California who already had six other children. Although the octuplets continue to be remarkably healthy, the situation generated a great deal of criticism and controversy.



Special Medical Considerations

For many supertwins, merely being born seems a miraculous event. The struggle for survival in the womb puts a strain on both the mother’s and babies’ health. Each additional baby increases the demands on the mother’s physical ability to provide sufficient space and nutrients for everyone. A supertwin pregnancy requires careful monitoring and often, more intense medical intervention.

Multiple Challenges for the Mother

Many conditions of pregnancy are intensified in mothers of higher order multiples. Each additional baby contributes to the hormonal fluctuations raging within her body. These hormones that control pregnancy cause many of the typical symptoms such as mood swings, cravings, fatigue, and nausea; the increased levels of these hormones in a mother carrying three, four, or more babies are likely to intensify her experience of the symptoms.

Perhaps the biggest concern in higher order multiple birth is preterm labor. Because of the risk, many mothers of higher order multiples experience more medical intervention. While a twin mother may be able to avoid bed rest or hospitalization during her pregnancy, it is more common for mothers of triplets or quadruplets to require treatment to prevent preterm labor. It is virtually assured that mothers of quintuplets and higher will spend time in the hospital prior to delivery.
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Why are higher order multiples more likely to be born early?

The average uterus is designed to accommodate about ten pounds of baby. Supertwins usually weigh only half of the average birth weight of their singleton counterparts, but their combined weight easily overwhelms the capacity of the uterus. The risk increases exponentially with each additional baby.



Every pregnancy experience is different, and not every mother of supertwins will have a complicated pregnancy. However, increased tendencies for many complications exist. For example:


	Morning sickness and nausea in early pregnancy may be intensified, leading to improper nutrition and dehydration.

	Iron-deficiency anemia is more common and severe.

	Complications from the placenta, such as placenta previa or abruptio placentae, are more likely to occur.

	One in three mothers of multiples will contract preeclampsia or pregnancy induced hypertension, which can raise her blood pressure to dangerously unhealthy levels.

	Virtually all mothers of multiples higher than triplets will have to deliver by cesarean section, which carries an increased risk of infection, blood loss, and complications, and generally requires a longer recuperation period.



If you’re expecting higher order multiples, it is vital that you receive prenatal care from a physician experienced with your situation. Simply having delivered twins is not sufficient experience for treating a woman expecting three, four, or more babies. Obstetricians and perinatologists that specialize in higher order multiples are most accessible in large cities or teaching hospitals, but they are becoming more common as the demand increases for specialized care for multiple births.

In addition, you should plan to receive care from a hospital with a Level III maternity division. This designation provides assurance that the facility is prepared to meet the needs of high-risk obstetrical patients and can treat the full range of newborn afflictions once your babies are born. Some mothers choose to receive care in another city or even another state in order to ensure the best possible treatment in the event of complications.
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