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From conception twin children are compelled to share
their environment and its resources. This includes
social resources of attention from, and social interac-
tions, with others. This special issue specifically focuses
on the social world of twin children and addresses
three key questions:

• How is the social world of twins different from that
of a single-born child?

• Does the twin situation limit social experience and
compromise social development?

• Does the twin situation enhance social experience
and facilitate social competency?

The issue includes studies from a range of disciplines,
including psychology, sociology, anthropology and
behavioral genetics, and utilizes a range of approaches
to the analysis and understanding of the processes and
outcomes of twin children’s social experiences.

How Is the Social World of a Twin Different
From That of a Single-Born Child?
The twin situation presents a unique social situation
that is different from the social world of a single-born
child in three key ways. First, the twin child grows up
alongside a child of the same age and, typically, develop-
mental need. This circumstance presents competition for
social resources but also the opportunity for a close,
supportive and unique life-long relationship with an age
peer. Second, twin children place unique demands on
their carers. Parenting twins, particularly in the early
years when dependency levels are high, is a very differ-
ent task from that of parenting a single-born child, even
when there is a sibling close in age (see Thorpe et al.,
1991; Thorpe et al., 2003). Interactions are more often
triadic, involving mother and two children, and con-
trasts with the dyadic, one-to-one interactions typically
experienced by young single-born children. Third, twins
have a social identity that attracts unique attention.
Although twinning is increasingly more common, twin-
ning is still relatively rare and a focus for cultural
fascination (see Stewart, 2003). The status of being a
twin, particularly for those who are identical, is highly
visible, elicits social reaction and possibly mediates
access to and quality of social interaction. 

Twin children also actively create their social envi-
ronment. Though the social circumstance of being a
twin may set limitations or provide unique opportuni-
ties, the active choices and social engagements made by
twin children also play a part in defining the twin situ-
ation. A number of papers included in this issue pick
up on this theme. Two papers (Guo; Thorpe &
Gardner) examine twin children’s friendships and
suggest that friendship choices relate to the similarity
of twin children. Thus, monozygotic (MZ) twins rein-
force their similarity in their social environment by
selecting friends who are similar to themselves, more
often nominate their co-twin as a friend and share
friends with their co-twin. This contrasts with dizy-
gotic (DZ) opposite-sex pairs who have few shared
friends and DZ same-sex pairs who, though less
similar, are compelled to share a social pool. A key
message is that the experience of being a twin varies
for different types of twins. Bacon shows how children
are actively involved in their social portrayal of the
identity of twin. Some twin children actively foster
their twin identity through appearance while others
focus on individuality. Danby and Thorpe examine
twin children’s relationships with each other and how
they negotiate the process of being a twin through their
interactions. This paper, which focuses on DZ same-
sex twin girls, portrays a process of actively defining
social identity through these interactions. DZ same-sex
children are reported to experience more ambivalence
(Thorpe & Gardner) and more conflict (Danby &
Thorpe). Both papers document how twin children
develop strategies to negotiate these circumstances. 

Risk and Resilience
An important reason for the theorizing and empirical
testing of the effects of the twin situation on social expe-
rience and social functioning is that the findings
contribute to the understanding of processes of risk and
resilience. It is well documented that twin children face
biological adversity associated with higher rates of
obstetric and perinatal risk in their early life (Hay &
Steed, 2005). It is perhaps less commonly acknowledged
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that twin children experience social adversity (Rutter &
Redshaw, 1991; Thorpe et al., 2003). Research studies
on the effects of the social experience have examined the
‘risk’ of adverse effects on development deriving from
the twin situation. A more recent notion is that such
experiences may have long-term positive effects.

Does Being a Twin Compromise 
Social Experience?
Evidence that the twin situation constitutes a ‘risk’ for
development derives from studies of social interaction
within the home and centres on parent–child interac-
tions in the first 3 years of life. Comparisons with
singletons indicate that, in their early life, twins experi-
ence poorer quality of social interaction within the
family (Thorpe et al., 2003). These effects are direct
and also mediated through the impact of the additional
and exceptional burden of caring for twins on the well-
being of their parents. Studies of the patterns of family
interactions suggest that, compared with single-born
children, young twins spend more time with a child of
the same age, less time in individual interactions with
adults, have less sustained and more interrupted inter-
actions with adults, and experience more control and
less cognitively stimulating interactions (Rutter &
Redshaw, 1991; Thorpe et al., 2003). Even when com-
pared to families with close spaced single-born children,
twins have been found to experience poorer quality of
interaction and less access to cognitively stimulating
experiences. These differences in social interaction have
been found to account for delays in language develop-
ment compared to single-born children (Thorpe et al.,
2003). Delayed development may also be associated
with parental well-being. Mothers of twins have
increased rates of maternal depression (Thorpe et al.,
1991), which has been found to diminish the respon-
siveness of mothers to their young children, and are
associated with poorer cognitive development (Murray
& Cooper, 1997).

Less is known about twin children’s experiences in
the social environment outside the home. Specific
studies of twin children’s social functioning outside the
home are beginning to emerge and are evidenced in the
collection presented in this issue (DiLalla; Hayashi et
al.; Laffey-Ardley & Thorpe). To date research has pri-
marily focused on problems or deficits in twin
children’s development which may affect their broader
social functioning, and problems become more appar-
ent once the child moves to a broader social world
outside the home. There has been a particular focus on
language and behavior because twins have a higher risk
of language delay and behavioral difficulties. A consis-
tent finding in the comparison of twin and singletons is
that, in the early years, twins lag behind singletons in
language development (Rutter et al., 2003; Thorpe, in
press). There are also reports of raised levels of atten-
tion-deficit hyperactivity disorder in twin populations
(Levy et al., 1996). In this issue, Polderman and col-
leagues report on the level of behavioral difficulties and

their heritability. Language and behavioural problems
are potential impediments to accessing quality social
experiences and establishing successful social relation-
ships. For example, Hay and O’Brien (1987) studied
twin children’s progress following entry to preschool
education. While it is often supposed that preschool
education would enhance twin children’s social experi-
ence and language development, such positive effects
were not found. The authors suggest that the twin chil-
dren, because their development was delayed, could not
fully engage in the preschool program. In this issue,
Hayashi and colleagues examine reports of appearance
of ‘twin language’ and note that presence of older sib-
lings and experience in preschool reduce parent
reporting of twin language. This suggests that early
experiences, external to the family, may promote lan-
guage development. These studies, ostensibly presenting
conflicting results, underscore the close interrelation-
ship between developmental competencies and social
experience.

Friendships are one potentially important source of
information on the social functioning of twin children.
In singleton populations, friendships have been found
to be important predictors of long-term scholastic
attainment and emotional health (see Hartup, 2000, for
an excellent review). Existing data on friendships
emerge from larger studies focused on twin children’s
development or educational progress (Koch, 1966;
Preedy, 2001). These studies indicate that, while the
mean number of friends does not typically differ, twin
children’s friendship patterns are distinguished by the
sharing of friends. Preedy (2001), in a survey of more
than 11,000 twins (4- to 5-year olds) entering their first
school year, found that most twin children had friends
in common (shared friends). Papers presented in this
issue indicate clear variation in sharing of friends
according to twin type and raise the issue of the differ-
ent tasks of establishing relationships with others faced
by MZ, DZ same-sex and DZ opposite-sex twins.
What is not yet known is whether sharing friends con-
stitutes a risk factor for development. Preedy also
reports individual variation in number of friendships
reported for twin pairs. In her sample, 20% of twin
children had few friends other than their co-twin at
school entry. An important question arising from this
finding that has not yet been addressed by research is
whether the twins who do not have friends at the com-
mencement of school are those who have poorer
developmental outcomes long-term.

An assessment of whether the twin situation con-
stitutes a risk for social experience and social develop-
ment also requires examining group differences
between twins and singletons and assessing the indi-
vidual differences within the twin group. The mediating
effects of the relationship with co-twin, behavioral prob-
lems and language development are particularly
important. The understanding of these associations and
the mechanisms linking language, behavioral problems,
social interactions and long-term outcomes is at an early
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stage. There is a need for greater clarity and specificity
in describing this risk. Being a twin quite clearly has the
potential to compromise social experience and develop-
ment, but it is not clear how risk manifests as true
adversity or otherwise. The development of resilience
may result from twin children’s experiences.

Does Being a Twin Promote Social Competency?
The notion that the twin situation might promote social
competency is new. A recent large Finnish study of ado-
lescents reported that age-peers rated twins as more
socially adaptive than their single-born counterparts
(Pulkkinen et al., 2003). This paper, the first to present
data suggesting an advantage of twinning, has spawned
interest in the idea that the twin situation might be a
source of social learning. The finding from the
Pulkkinen study of adolescents contrasts with the
studies of twins in early childhood that indicate that the
twin situation has negative effects on development.
There are two explanations for these conflicting find-
ings. The first is methodological. The Pulkkinen paper
utilizes peer reporting whereas studies in early child-
hood rely on parent and teacher reporting. The second
is theoretical. There may be developmental discontinu-
ity between early childhood and adolescence. The twin
situation may be a disadvantage for social development
and competency early in life but an advantage at a later
life stage. That is, there may be a resiliency effect: the
apparently adverse experiences of early life provide
skills that manifest as positive later in life.

There are a number of potential advantages associ-
ated with the social circumstances of being a twin that
warrant consideration. The most likely candidate vari-
ables are the emotional support provided by the
presence of a co-twin and the social learning that might
derive from the need to negotiate and share from very
early in life. Studies of singletons indicate that children
who have greater competency in social skills, such as
negotiating turn-taking and taking the perspective of
another, are more likely to have supportive friendships
and more positive developmental outcomes (Dunn,
2003). The twin situation certainly provides an envi-
ronment for learning and rehearsing such skills. Further
studies of the development of social cognition suggest
that having siblings promotes understanding the per-
spective of another (Theory of Mind), a skill that
underlies social functioning (Cassidy et al., 2005).
There are few studies that have specifically focused on
twin children or the twin situation in this respect, but
this certainly warrants investigation. In this issue,
Laffey-Ardley and Thorpe examine the specific circum-
stance of being an opposite-sex twin and its potential to
promote social development.

Analyzing the Social Worlds of Twins
The body of research documenting the ‘risk’ attached to
the twin situation, along with the recent evidence sug-
gesting ‘resilience’ or even advantage accruing from the
experience of twinship, identifies the social world of

twins as a key area for future research. The evidence
from studies of singleton populations indicates that
social competence and associated effects, such as the for-
mation and maintenance of supportive friendships, have
long-term consequences for emotional health and life
attainment (see Hartup, 2000). To date there are no such
studies of twin populations. Such studies are required to
understand how being a twin affects life chances. With
the increase in twinning rates across the western world
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002; Martin et al.,
2003) the importance of this focus grows. The study of
twin populations also contributes to the broader under-
standing of mechanisms that link social experience to
both short- and long-term well-being. Directions for
future research include the asking of new questions and
the application of new methods.

New Questions — Long Term Impact, Process and Mechanism

A key direction for research in the social world of twins
is the undertaking of longitudinal studies. If we are to
understand the mechanism that link early experiences as
a twin, social skills (including communication) and long-
term outcomes, the same twin population should be
studied across the life course. Existing data bases from
twin registries can clearly contribute. However, specifi-
cally designed studies which can utilize measures from
emerging literature, such as those presented here, are
also warranted.

New Methods

Research methods used in the study of social cognition,
social and language development has seen dramatic
advances in the last two decades. These advances have
been underpinned by a changing conception of the child
from a passive recipient of environment to that of an
active agent in the construction of their own environ-
ment. There has been a shift in focus from children’s
deficits in comparison to adults, to a focus on their com-
petencies. Behavioral genetics studies have made a major
contribution to this advance in studies of development
by identifying the active role of the child in creating envi-
ronment (phenotype effect on environment), particularly
in partialling out shared and nonshared environmental
effects. Commensurately, advances have been witnessed
in other disciplines with developmental psychology iden-
tifying the high levels of skill in the human infant and
studies in the sociology of childhood identifying the
active social agency of the child. The use of observation,
interview and standard testing methods and the subse-
quent analytical techniques have increased in
sophistication to match these changing conceptions. One
major advance is data collection which seeks the view of
the child.

Child Accounts of Friendship and Social
Interaction Are Needed to Understand the
Learning Context Provided by Friendships
Within the singleton literature, there are new under-
standings emerging of children’s friendships and social
interactions. This is in response to, in no small measure,
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new methods for researching with children (Christensen
& James, 2000; Corsaro et al., 2003; Danby & Farrell,
2004, 2005). Four key themes are identified within
childhood and singleton studies, and there is recent
work emerging that draws on these themes to examine
the twin situation.

First, the research focuses on understanding the
experiences of children from their own perspectives. In
this way, these types of studies advance beyond adult
measurement and interpretation of children’s social
interaction to include observations of, and accounts
from, the children. This requires the researchers (and
readers) to understand that children are active in deter-
mining and constructing their own lives, and competent
to report on how they think about and understand their
social worlds. An innovation of this approach, which
can be described as researching from the ‘child stand-
point’ (Mayall, 2002), is the application to twin
populations (Danby & Thorpe, 2004; Danby &
Thorpe, this issue). 

Second, the research focus is on ‘being a child’ and
not ‘becoming an adult’. There is a new focus on
understanding children’s everyday experiences, not for
considering how this impacts on their long-term and
life trajectory, but rather for examining the here-and-
now moments in their own right. Such a change of
adult perspective then brings a change in analytic focus.
This means that the studies are not futures-directed, but
the research lens is located firmly within the children’s
everyday events and experiences, and within the local
and particular (Danby, 2005). The focus is directed
toward understanding how children engage in their
everyday lives. This provides a new rationale for under-
standing the work of children, as they manage and
organize their everyday activities, and is described as a
practical accomplishment (Danby, 2005). 

Third, the application of a sociological perspective
to twinship has only been examined recently (Danby
& Thorpe, 2004; Stewart, 2003). These studies apply
sociological perspectives in empirical studies of twin-
ship. This approach makes a key contribution to
understanding social interaction and quality of friend-
ship in childhood. The quality and attributes of
friendships are mapped by observing how children
manage social interactions to reveal how children initi-
ate and maintain friendship practices, build relational
encounters and shape collective performances. This
detailed process captures children’s enactment of
friendships and their meaning.

The fourth theme is the emergence of multidiscipli-
nary approaches and methods embedded within both
psychological and sociological approaches. For
example, the recently awarded Australian Research
Council study (Thorpe, Danby, Hay and Stewart)
draws on a nested design that accommodates the need
for a large sample size required to test the hypothesized
Risk and Competency models and a smaller sample
that allows for detailed interview and observation
work. Multiple analyses of the same observation and

interview data are conducted, allowing purposive sam-
pling from the observation subsample for detailed
analysis, and providing a dual perspective on the quali-
tative dimensions of friendship. This approach seeks to
understand the relevance, connections and social rela-
tions involved in twins’ friendships.

In the current issue the papers present a range of
methodological approaches to the study of the social
world of twins, including those taking the perspective
of the child. The papers represent the beginning of
study of the mechanisms and processes that link the
well-documented difficulties experienced by twins in
early childhood (such as language and access to quality
interaction) to their long-term social well-being.
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