
Help us connect with you
Please help us to save costs by letting us know your e-mail 
address, and if you have already, thank you and please check 
it is up-to-date. With your correct email, 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.
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3. Go to www.twins.org.au and click Update My Details.
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Tree change leads to unique career
ATR member, Sonia Singh, never imagined that her love of playing dolls with 
her twin sister as a child would one day lead to a blooming global business. 

New twin research hub in Sydney

When twins joined with researchers recently for 
the launch of NSW’s first twin research hub in 
Sydney, it was a powerful demonstration of the 
might of twin research. 

Leading twin researchers from NSW and around the world 
spoke about their studies and discoveries into conditions 
such as dementia and brain ageing, breast cancer, back 
pain, mental health and epigenetics. Then a panel of ATR 
members shared their heartfelt experiences of being a 
part of research that benefits the health of everyone in the 
community. 

The launch was designed to increase the understanding 
of researchers in NSW of the potential and power of 
twin studies. And it certainly achieved this with over 100 

researchers attending the event and generating much 
interest in possible new collaborations. We thank our 
members who gave up their time to explain how and why 
they join in twin studies.

Based at the University of Sydney’s Charles Perkins 
Centre, the new twin research hub is a joint initiative of 
the university and the ATR. The hub’s aim is to encourage 
the growth and development of twin research in NSW, and 
to generate new collaborations to address major health 
challenges both in Australia and internationally. 

“It is exciting that this new twin research hub should be 
launched in NSW at a time when twin research is coming 
to the forefront,” ATR Director, Professor John Hopper said. 
“With new technology at our fingertips - such as genomics 
and epigenetics combined with super computing power 
to analyse large biostatistcal data - twin research has 
the potential to contribute transformative insights in our 
understanding of health and disease.” 

Are we doing a good job?
Sometimes it can be difficult to know what we are 
doing right – and more importantly where we need 
to improve. You can have a voice in helping to shape 
the future direction of the ATR by completing our 
short satisfaction survey. 

Please email us on twins-atr@unimelb.edu.au 
or free call us on 1800 037 021 for further 
information. We would love to hear from you!

Today she runs a small but growing craft 
business from her Tasmanian home that 
recycles plastic dolls under the name, 
Tree Change Dolls. 

“The dolls are rescued and 
rehabilitated from op-shops and second-
hand markets,” Sonia explains. “The 
dolls then go through a lifestyle change, 
swapping their high maintenance, high-
fashion look for a down-to-earth style.”

Sonia painstakingly repaints the dolls’ 
faces, moulds new feet or shoes, fixes 
their hair, and her mum sews and knits 
their tiny garments. 

At a precise time each month, she 
releases online a limited number of her 
latest dolls – usually around 20 at a time 
- which are snapped up by avid buyers 
within minutes. 

She has been amazed by the level of 
media attention in her dolls from around 
the world and she has channelled this 

public interest into other causes close to 
her heart. 

For a whole month, she donated 
10 per cent of her profits to the ATR 
and explained the importance of twin 
research to her followers. And, of course, 
she couldn’t miss the opportunity 
to create several twin pairs from her 
recycled dolls.  

“As well as volunteering time with 
my twin for studies, I donate to the ATR. 
There are so many fields of medical 
research that can benefit from twin 
studies. We can’t always join in studies 
but we can donate to help researchers 
and other twins to continue this work.

“It has been wonderful to bring all 
my interests together – in recycling and 
sustainability, twin research, and giving  
back to the community  – and to connect 
with thousands of other people who care 
about these things just as much as me.”

Thanks for 
considering our 

annual campaign. We 
feel very fortunate 
knowing we have 

the support of twin 
families like yours 

and look forward to 
staying in touch.
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It is also a common and costly condition. Nearly four million people in 
Australia suffer from low back pain at any one time, and the total cost of 
treatment exceeds $1 billion a year. 

Leading international back pain specialist and twin researcher, Professor 
Jan Hartvigsen, visited Australia recently as a guest of the ATR to share the 
findings from his team at the Centre for Muscle and Joint Health, University 
of Southern Denmark. 

In twin studies, his group found that back pain is already common among 
adolescents and its occurrence increases steeply during the teenage years. 
He also found this early occurrence of neck and back pain has a strong 
underlying heritable component. 

“Twins with back pain early in life, from around 12 years of age, have a 
four-fold increased risk of also reporting back pain when they are 30-years-
old. It is also very common for twins with back and neck pain to take time 
off work already in their twenties. This means prevention and early effective 
treatment is very important if we are to prevent disability increasing into 
adulthood,” he said. 

“Our twin studies suggest there is a real window of opportunity in the 
teenage years to make a difference and reduce the widespread and often 
long-term suffering caused by back pain.” 

To prevent early neck and back pain problems, he recommends 
community and school based initiatives to promote physical activity among 
children and adolescents. Children and parents should be aware that it is 
OK to be active in spite of some back pain. “The back is strong and built to 
move and support the body in spite of occasional aches and pains,” he said. 

Twins shed new light on back pain
Back pain is a condition usually associated with growing older 
but new research has found it starts much earlier in life and, 
without prevention and early effective treatment, can develop 
into a chronic condition in adulthood. 

Twins share insight into medical discoveries

prestigious award 
for ATr Director

The incredible courage of twins in their support of twin 
research featured in a special two-part series on SBS-TV’s 
Insight program recently. Over half a million viewers tuned in, 
making it one of the most popular Insight programs ever.

And the good news, if you missed the riveting series, it is not too late. You 
can watch the episodes now at www.sbs.com.au/news/insight/tvepisode/
twins.

ATR members shared their experiences to demonstrate what twins 
can tell us about the world and the human species. A twin pair told their 
moving story of being diagnosed with breast cancer within weeks of each 
other; another pair found out – during filming - they were identical and not 
fraternal as always thought; and another twin told of the loss of his identical 
twin. 

Nine of the ATR’s researchers were guest panellists.  University of Sydney 
back pain researcher, Dr Paulo Ferreira, argued that “twin research isn’t 
about similarities, it’s about difference”.  The ATR’s Deputy Director, Dr Jeff 
Craig, revealed that “what happens in the womb can last a lifetime…the next 
frontier of twin research is understanding what happens in the womb – and 
how twins differ”.

Thanks to our researchers and wonderful twin members who so willingly 
gave up their time to appear on the show and to highlight the discoveries 
made possible through twin research. 

As our Director, Professor John Hopper, explained on the first episode, 
“our job is to try and understand how we can make a difference to the 
health of all Australians”. 

We hope you enjoy the series as much as we did. 

Congratulations to our Director, 
Professor John Hopper, who won 
Victoria’s top prize for scientific 
discoveries and technological 
innovations that improve lives. 

A distinguished genetic 
epidemiologist and twin researcher, 
Professor Hopper received the 
Victorian Government’s prestigious 
Victoria Prize for Science and 
Innovation (Life Sciences Category).  

The award recognises the 
important role innovation plays in 
Victoria’s economic future and the 
need for people to be skilled in 
science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics. 

Twins urgently needed for 
new studies
Identical and non-identical twins are urgently 
needed to join new health studies commencing 
around Australia. Please join in and help in 
research that benefits everyone at 
www.twins.org.au or 
freecall 1800-037-170.

Health and lifestyle questionnaire

The Health and Lifestyle Questionnaire was 
developed for ATR members, and ideally we 
would like all of our members to complete it 
as it is the best way to ensure we invite twins 
to participate in the studies most relevant to 
them. If not already, you’ll receive an invite to 
complete the questionnaire via email. Open to: 
all current ATR members over one year of age 
where both (or the parents of junior twins) have 
a valid email address.

Brain ageing

The Older Australian Twins Study Amyloid 
Imaging Project has been recruiting twins for 
more than nine years, contributing significantly 
to understanding brain ageing. The researchers  
are now taking a more in-depth look at how 
the brain ages by obtaining brain images of 
‘plaques’ which contain the amyloid protein - a 
known predictor of memory decline.  All current 
participants will be invited to join this new 
phase and new pairs over the age of 65 years 
from Victoria and NSW . 

A twin study of NAPLAN (National 
Assessment Program – Literacy and 
Numeracy)

In this study the researchers are using the 
results of twins, other multiples, and siblings 
to help identify the genetic and environmental 
factors that influence how well a child performs 
in these tests.  It is important for developing 
advice about measures that parents and 
educational authorities can take to help all 
students reach their full potential. Open to: all 
twins and triplets who have sat the Naplan in 
the past or will do so this year. 

Why do some people consume excess fat?

Obesity is an important public health issue. 
It is a condition that can have serious health 
consequences, including cardiovascular disease, 
cancer and type-2 diabetes. Researchers are 
interested in whether genetics play a major role 
in how much fat is consumed by people. Open 
to: all twins aged 16-years-plus, and able to 
attend Melbourne’s Deakin University Sensory 
Lab.  

Type-2 diabetes and brain function

This study is exploring how type-2 diabetes 
contributes to the risk of dementia. It is open 
to twin pairs aged 50 years and over who live 
in Melbourne or are able to travel to Melbourne 
over a period of two days, and where only one 
twin has type-2 diabetes. The researchers will 
cover travel costs to Melbourne.

Heritability key in teeth 
For more than 30 years, Professor 
Grant Townsend and his team from the 
School of Dentistry at the University of 
Adelaide have been studying the teeth 
and faces of twins and their families. 

These studies have been our longest running 
and most popular projects to date with close 
to 500 ATR families and many more multiples 
throughout Australia having participated. 

The researchers have discovered that some 
teeth are emerging later than what is currently 
thought. This in turn led to the finding that 
the standards for primary tooth emergence in 
Australian children needed to be changed. 

Insight was also gained into the pattern of 
tooth emergence. Did you know, for example, 
there is a trend for the left tooth to emerge 
before the right? But, the sequence of tooth 
emergence is highly variable, meaning that 
there is often no rhyme or reason as to what 
order your child’s teeth may follow. What is 
generally consistent however is the relatively 
strong genetic contribution with regards to tooth 
development and emergence. 

Professor John Hopper receives his 
award from Victorian Minister for 
Industry, Lily D’Ambrosia


