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Support needed for multiple-birth 
families to improve outcomes 
 
Multiple-birth babies bring wonder and excitement. 
But they and their families can face serious 
disadvantages compared to parents of single-
birth babies, according to a first-ever international 
collaborative report. 

Led by Twins Research Australia, the report identifies 
common difficulties facing multiple-birth babies (twins, triplets 
and above) and their families, and the gaps in our knowledge 
and services to address them. 

These difficulties include substantially increased risks of 
medical complications during pregnancy and birth of the 
babies, as well as mental health problems and financial issues 
for their parents. 

Over the last 40 years, multiple births in Australia have nearly 
doubled with 9056 multiple-births in 2017 compared with 
4740 in 1975, a 91% increase.  

“Our health knowledge, services and practices have not 
kept pace with the growing number of multiple births and the 
unique needs of families – and we now find that they are not 
receiving the support they so badly need,” Director of Twins 
Research Australia, Professor John Hopper said. 

View the full report, Multiple perspectives: what support do 
multiple-birth families need to live happy and health lives, at 
http://www.twins.org.au/news-and-events/latest-news

What is the cost to families 
of a multiple birth?

Twins Research Australia is seeking to answer this 
question in collaboration with Associate Professor, Emily 

Callander, at Griffith University. Her research team is 
looking at the costs, pregnancy and birth experiences of 

mothers of multiples compared with singletons. The study 
aims to better understand family financial stresses and to 
guide discussions about how government policies and 

allied services could best address these pressures.
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It’s little known but suffered by many: 
restless legs syndrome
Restless Legs Syndrome is a little understood medical 
condition – but it is surprisingly common and afflicts a 
wide diversity of people, according to twin researcher, 
Associate Professor David Champion. 

Our latest studies:  
join us and change lives 

Did you know you and your twin together can 
make a difference to other’s lives through our 
research? Below are some of our latest studies 
happening around Australia. 

Join one today – and there are even more – at our 
website, freecall or email info@twins.org.au

Causes of growing pains and restless legs 
syndrome 

Open to twins aged 30-55 with or without experience 
of restless legs syndrome – see story at right.  

Men’s health questionnaire 

This study is looking at factors contributing to 
the poorer health outcomes of Australian males 
compared to females. By better understanding these 
issues, future research can be targeted at priority 
areas. Take the online questionnaire and contribute to 
men’s better health. Open to male twin pairs aged 18+ 
years Australia-wide.

Queensland twin adolescent brain study

The teenage brain is a work in progress, with 
major changes in the regions that support thinking, 
reasoning, interpersonal interactions, emotional 
control and other behaviours. This project aims 
to better understand the dynamics of adolescent 
brain development and how they impact on mental 
wellbeing. Open to twins aged 9-12 years living in 
Brisbane and surrounds.

Social connectedness and happiness

Social connectedness is one of the most robust 
predictors of health and happiness. This study 
investigates whether our genes, personality or 
environment affect how ‘social’ we are and the sorts 
of groups we choose to join or reject —and whether 
these social interactions make a difference to our 
health. Open to all twins aged 18+ with access to the 
internet.

Health and lifestyle questionnaire

An invitation to complete our Health and Lifestyle 
Questionnaire is emailed to all current TRA members 
over one year of age where both (or the parents of 
junior twins) have a valid email address. Look out for 
the email and please complete the survey as it is the 
best way to ensure we invite twins to participate in the 
studies most relevant to them.

Exercise and training study

Many studies show that exercise has many benefits 
in preventing heart disease, cancers, stroke and 
dementia - and it is clear that some people respond 
to exercise more than others. What we don’t know is 
why? By studying the effects of exercise in twins, this 
study will help us understand whether responses to 
exercise are inherited or not. Open to non-identical 
male twins aged 18-40 years, living in Perth. 

About 5-12% of adults (more women than men) and 2-5% of 
children and adolescents suffer from it. More than 20% of women 
are affected in late pregnancy. It is also more common in people 
with chronic pain disorders such as spinal problems, kidney 
failure and Parkinson’s disease. 

David describes RLS as a disorder of the nervous system 
characterised by unpleasant sensations, and sometimes pain, 
in the legs and the compelling need to move them, usually 
experienced when trying to sleep. Many people have difficulty 
falling asleep and staying asleep. Left untreated, it can cause 
exhaustion and fatigue.

David and his team at the Sydney Children’s Hospital have 
studied the condition for the past six years, with the help of TRA 
twins and their families.  

Previous research has identified two forms of RLS – painful and 
painless. Through research with child and adolescent twins, the 
team found each form is fundamentally different with differing 
causes – with one form most likely caused by iron deficiency and 
the other mainly genetic.

The researchers are now seeking twin volunteers to join the 
next stage of their study, investigating if the causes of the two 
forms are the same for adults and their families.  They are also 
looking at the link between RLS and childhood growing pains.  

“By better understanding RLS, growing pains and their different 
forms, we are aiming to contribute to better prevention, diagnosis 
and treatment for the many sufferers.” 

Who is eligible?

The study is open to twins aged 30 to 55 – with or without 
experience of RLS. Learn more at our website, freecall or email 
info@twins.org.au.
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Did you know there is an extremely rare type of 
twinning called sesquizygotic, or semi-identical, 
twins? 

Young Queensland twins, a boy and a girl, were recently 
identified as the first semi-identical twins in Australia, and 
only the second set in the world. 

The now four-year-old boy and girl twins share 100% of 
their mother’s genes, but are like siblings on their father’s 
side, sharing around 50% of his DNA. 

“The mother’s ultrasound at six weeks showed a single 
placenta and positioning of amniotic sacs that indicated 
she was expecting identical twins,” said Professor Fisk, 
who led the care of the mother and twins. 

“But an ultrasound at 14 weeks showed the twins were 
male and female, which is not possible for identical twins,” he 
said. “It’s likely the mother’s egg was fertilised simultaneously 
by two of the father’s sperm before dividing.”  

Learn more and a great ‘explainer’ video at  
www.twins.org.au/news-and-events/latest-news.

Thanks to the dedicated TRA twin pairs who volunteered for 
this study over eight weeks and helped to better understand 
factors in weight gain and obesity. 

Researchers found that a high-fat diet decreased a person’s 
sensitivity to the ‘taste’ of fat, irrespective of their body weight 
or genetics.

“It’s vital we’re careful with what we’re eating, otherwise 
we’ll get in a bad cycle of our bodies becoming accustomed 
to high levels of fat, requiring more and more to become 
satisfied, and resulting in possible weight gain,” explained 
Professor Russell Keast. 

“If you want to lose weight, choosing lower fat foods is good 
because it will gradually increase your sensitivity to the taste 
of fat. This won’t change how much you like the taste of fatty 
foods but, instead, the small amount of fat that you do eat will 
make you feel fuller, quicker.”

To help make this decision, researchers at the University of 
New England have recently studied one of the main concerns 
of parents – the impact on academic development.

They found that, on average, there was no evidence of an 
effect on literacy and numeracy of keeping twins together 
versus separating them. 

“We know parents, in consultation with school staff and other 
relevant people, think carefully about many factors when 
making this decision,” lead researcher, Professor Brian Byrne 
said.  “But in light of these findings, the effects of separation on 
academic development need not be one of the concerns.

“In individual families, of course, parents may judge that their 
twins’ academic progress would be advanced, or hampered, 
by separation, and this judgement can change over time as 
schooling proceeds.”

Learn more about the study findings at  
www.twins.org.au/news-and-events/blog

What you eat, not your genes, 
determines sensitivity to fat
A taste for fat is not driven by genetics - it’s all down to 
diet, according to the findings of a recent twin study by 
Deakin University. 

Being together or not in school: 
does it affect twins’ progress?
It’s one of the most difficult decisions for multiple-birth 
parents to make: whether to keep their twins together 
or to separate them in the classroom. 

Semi-identical twins identified in Australia for the first time 

Being 
together or 
not in the 

classroom?
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NASA have taken twin research to new heights – 
conducting an historical study of identical twins 
where one brother stayed on Earth while the 
other spent a year orbiting Earth.

Americans Mark and Scott Kelly are a rare breed – the only 
identical twins in the world who are both astronauts. 

NASA used this opportunity to study the brothers to see if 
long-term space travel had any detrimental effects on the 
human body, a critical preparation for an eventual and much 
longer voyage to the planet Mars.

While Scott lived for 12 months aboard the International Space 
Station, he was closely monitored by teams of scientists in the 
USA with blood samples sent back to Earth by rocket. At the 
same time Earth-bound Mark underwent similar monitoring 
and testing – and the twins’ results compared to determine 
what, if any, changes were happening to Scott.

NASA recently published the preliminary results of their twin 
study - so what does a year in space do to you?

According to NASA “human health can be mostly sustained” 
and “the human body remains robust and resilient even after 
spending a year in space”. 

Changes did occur to Scott’s body but most were temporary 
– though some have been maintained upon his return to Earth.

A key finding of the study was that the molecules at the end of 
Scott’s DNA segments, called telomeres, got longer during his 
time in space. Telomeres protect the DNA from being damaged 
and their shortening is associated with ageing, cancer and a 
higher risk of death. Scott’s average telomere length returned to 
normal within six months of his return to Earth.

Another major finding was that Scott’s immune system 
responded appropriately to flu vaccinations administered in 
space working exactly as they do on Earth.

Scott experienced an increase in changes in the expression of 
many genes. While most returned to normal within six months 
of his return, a small percentage relating to the immune system 
and DNA repair did not return to normal. This finding will assist 
researchers to identify key genes for monitoring astronaut 
health in future flights.  

Don’t miss the fantastic videos, fun facts and other 
shareables about the twins’ NASA experiences at  
www.nasa.gov/twins-study

A twin study that’s out of this world

We are so grateful to our members who 
volunteer for health research. But we are also 
often asked - how else twins can help? 

We share other ways to become involved below – or 
learn more at www.twins.org.au/support-us, or chat with 
our friendly staff by phone, or email at info@twins.org.au.

Support our annual appeal

Help other twin families like yours – our Annual Appeal 
is supporting research into the specific health concerns 
of multiple-birth families. Support research into physical, 
mental health and financial stresses of families at   
www.twins.org.au/make-a-donation.

The gift of a bequest

As a twin – or a parent, relative or friend of twins – you 
can leave a lasting legacy through the gift of a bequest to 
support future research involving twins. If you would like 
to better understand this way of support, please enquire 
at info@twins.org.au. 

Become a fundraiser

You may like to hold a morning tea at your work, your 
book club, your twins’ school or sporting club, or join in 
a fun run and be sponsored by friends. Let us know how 
we can support you.

Become an ambassador

If  you encounter other twins in your daily life, please 
encourage them to join you in twin research. As a TRA 
member, you are the best person to explain what it involves, 
how to register, and why you enjoy it. 

Friends of TRA

Becoming a friend of TRA gives you some direct 
involvement in how TRA operates such as: contribute 
your skills and experience to our projects, participate in 
forums, and pilot new studies. 

You can make a difference is so many ways! 

Looking for more ways 
to get involved?

Do we have your current email address?
Keep us up-to-date with your contact details and 
help us to do more of what matters most. With your 
correct email and other details, we can stay in touch 
electronically, and save thousands of dollars in mail and 
print costs. These savings can go towards supporting 
even more twin studies. 

To update your member details, choose one of the 
following easy ways:

Go to www.twins.org.au and click on  
Update My Details 

Email us at info@twins.org.au

Phone us at freecall 1800 037 021
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