
PRIOR TO 1980, TWINS COMPRISED ABOUT 1 IN 40 PREG-
nancies, but now, with assisted reproductive tech-

nology (ART) being widely used, the incidence of twins
has risen to 1 in 20 pregnancies. It has been assumed
that the increase is a result of IVF alone, but many mul-
tiple gestations occur because of the sheer number of
available eggs that are released through aggressive ovar-
ian stimulation.

Most patients, especially those who have had pro-
longed infertility, are quite happy about being pregnant
with twins, rather than the alternative (not being preg-
nant). However, these patients, as well as the news
media, must realize that multiple gestations are subject
to higher rates of anomalies, fetal growth restriction,
preterm birth, and cerebral palsy. In addition, perinatal
care for twins alone represents a significant financial
burden to society. One older study shows that the aver-
age hospital cost of twins delivered at 30-31 weeks was
$170,000, and if born at < 29 weeks, the outlay, on aver-
age, is $500,000. This does not include the expense of
long-term care of these children.

That said, with proper management, the chances of a
happy ending are excellent for most twin pregnancies
and, this month’s Special Feature will deal with contem-
porary methods to maximize the outcome of twins.

Zygosity
About one-third of spontaneously conceived twins

have 1 chorion and 2 amnions (mono/di configuration).
The remaining two-thirds have a di/di placentation. All
mono/di twins are identical and 4 of 5 di/di twins are fra-
ternal (with 20% representing identical twins that split
early, resulting in a single placenta, di/di configuration).
Although one might expect that all ART twins would be
di/di, actually 5%-7% is of the mono/di variety.

In virtually every category, di/di twins fare better than
mono/di twins (see Table, below).1 Interestingly, there
was a suggestion that twins from ART had better out-

comes than spontaneously conceived twins, but this is
only true because the ART twin pool is heavily spiked
with di/di twins (96% ART vs 66% spontaneous). A
recent European collaborative study involving 2-year
follow-up data on mono/di twins shows a 34-fold
increase in fetal death, and a 4-fold elevation in neuro-
logical impairment with ART twins vs spontaneously
conceived twins.2

Since mono/di twins require more attention, it is
important to assign twins a label early on, especially
since it is easier to look for ultrasound signs of this type
of placentation in the first trimester (membrane thick-
ness, presence or absence of a twin peak, separate pla-
centas, etc). Accurate gender identification comes later.

The Most Common Problems Affecting Twins
1. Anomalies. The rate of anomalies in general is

about 6% (about three times higher than singletons).
This increased rate also includes aneuploidy, where a
patient is drawing two tickets at the lottery instead of
one. For example, a mother at age 32 would have a 1 in
480 chance of having a singleton fetus with Down syn-
drome, but in dizygotic twins, this risk would double to
1 in 240 — about the same risk as an advanced maternal
age, 35-year-old patient.

First trimester prenatal testing is particularly useful in
twins because an early plan of management can be fash-
ioned, based on a variety of findings which would
include fetal size, configuration, nuchal translucency
(NT) thickness, and amniotic fluid assessment. Studies
have all shown that first trimester NT screening for ane-
uploidy and cardiac defects is particularly useful in
twins.

Second trimester quad screen algorithms are adjusted
for twins and are of comparable value to testing in sin-
gletons. The screening strategies that involve NT can
give results for each twin (the NT being the only unique
variable), but with other protocols, a single risk for either
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Table

Outcomes of twin pregnancies undergoing ultrasound screening 
for nuchal translucency at 10-14 weeks1

Monochrorionic Dichorionic P value
Number of pregnancies 102 365
Fetal loss prior to 24 weeks (%) 12.2 1.8 < 0.05
Perinatal mortality (%) 2.8 1.6 < 0.05
Preterm delivery prior to 32 weeks (%) 9.2 5.5 < 0.05
Birthweight below 5th percentile (both twins %) 7.5 1.7 < 0.05
Birthweight discordancy below 25% (%) 11.3 12.1 NS
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