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Supporting parents with 
breastfeeding their multiple 
birth children
By Janet Rimmer

NCT practitioners are trained to recognise and respond to parents’ diverse 
needs and experiences by working within the parent-centred model. 
Sometimes, however, when practitioners look on NCT intrabiz or pick up 
the phone and see or hear the word triplets or twins, it can become a barrier 
to seeing the parent(s) behind the babies. A set of assumptions can come 
into play and, therefore, it can be challenging to see the parents as unique 
individuals with their own personal journey. In addition, practitioners with little 
experience can feel ill-equipped to support of supporting parents of multiples 
and may believe they do not have the necessary skills or knowledge. However, 
keeping the parent(s) at the heart of the support and information offered 
is as important with parents of multiples as any other parent; their range of 
experience will be as wide as for other groups of parents.

Having recognised the diversity of expectations and wishes amongst parents 
of multiples, there are some common threads that may enable parents to be 
better supported.
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breastfeeding counsellor, 
peer support trainer,  
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mother of 20 year-old triplets.
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Information that parents of multiples often (but not always) want to cover in 
their antenatal session:

•  Exploring the realities of breastfeeding two or more, especially the pattern 
of their days

• Feeding two together: how to position and encourage babies to feed 
together.

• Mixed feeding: how to breastfeed with the options of including infant 
formula milk feeds.

• Ways to cope with and anticipate realistically the challenges they may have 
including babies being born early, separation from babies and the impact of 
a caesarean birth.

In addition, I would add discussion about:  

• The process of babies moving towards breastfeeding if they are born early, 
in particular the recommendation to begin expressing within six hours of 
giving birth and then continue to express 8-10 times in 24 hours until the 
babies are feeding directly from the mother. 

• The mechanism of supply and demand which can enable parents to 
understand why it is possible to feed two or three babies

In a Signature course breastfeeding session, I weave many of these aspects 
into standard exercises by extending discussions to include a wider range of 
experiences. As a result, parents of multiples have their needs met and feel 
included in the common experience. For example, when discussing supply 
and demand I will mention that most women produce enough breastmilk for 
twins in the early days and this gradually reduces if a woman has one baby. 
However, if a woman has two babies then she will continue to produce as 
much breastmilk as the two babies ask for. 

In one exercise I ask parents to look at some pictures and information to 
identify what might enable their baby to breastfeed (skin-to-skin contact, 
feeding little and often, etc). If there are parents of multiples in the group I 
offer information about expressing colostrum and kangaroo care, and ask the 
parents to consider both scenarios. Having a range of images and resources 
which reflect parents of multiples as well as singletons, premature and term 
babies, ensures that parents of multiples feel included and have the message 
that breastfeeding multiples is possible. 

Key messages
• Parents of multiples have as diverse experiences of feeding their babies 

as any other parents 
• The core knowledge shared about breastfeeding is the same whether a 

mother has one, two or three babies. Extending the range of information 
can make the topics inclusive to all parents. 

• Women’s bodies are designed to feed one, two, three or more babies
•  Keep the parents’ own experiences at the heart of the information you 

share and your support



I also include an activity on common challenges in antenatal breastfeeding 
sessions: I may show parents an image of two preterm babies and ask them to 
discuss a scenario and decide what they might do if faced with that challenge. 
Different scenarios reflect common problems for parents of both singletons 
and multiples and can be allocated according to the situations the parents 
ask to explore. I also have a duplicate set of resources that any parent might 
experience (e.g. mastitis and sore nipples) with images of twins; in the text I 
write ‘babies’ instead of ‘baby’. 

Examples of challenging scenarios:
1. Breastfeeding is going well and your babies are putting on weight. However, 

the babies have very different feeding patterns and want to feed at 
different times. You both want to carry on breastfeeding but are exhausted 
and don’t know if you can continue. What self-help measures could you 
use? *Image of exhausted mother*

2. Your babies are born several weeks early and are not interested in or able 
to feed. They are being tube fed into their tummies but you are keen to 
breastfeed. What self-help measures could you use? 

Supporting mothers postnatally
Like any parents, mothers of multiples who contact me after their babies are 
born are going through their own unique experience, and this is closely bound 
up in their transition to parenthood. They may spend their first days or weeks 
with their babies in special care. Careful listening to the mothers enables them 
to explore issues that might be influencing their decisions to breastfeed and 
enables them to decide what feels right for their family.

Common reasons mothers contact me and the team of NCT peer supporters 
whom I support include; exhaustion, worries about producing enough 
breastmilk, difficulties feeding the babies together, and wanting to explore 
moving from mixed feeding to fully breastfeeding (often when the babies have 
been born early).

Feeding two together
Much of the literature focuses on ways to feed two babies together and 
assumes that this is the best option for mothers with little time in their day. 
Yet many mothers of multiples find it challenging having to bring the babies 
into a pattern of feeding together and attaching both at the breast when little 
help is available. Many mothers value time spent with each baby individually 
and some may feel under pressure to change to joint feeding. It can be useful 
to explore options such as feeding one baby straight after another, or feeding 
separately and enabling the babies to find their own rhythm. If a mother is 
struggling to have a pain-free feed, or the babies are not putting on weight, 
even if the long-term goal is to breastfeed together it can be useful to go 
back to feeding one at a time and concentrate on basic positioning and 
attachment. If the mother is clear that she wishes to find a way to feed them 
together then I find it useful to explore the option of using a laid back position. 
As with singletons I have seen this change the breastfeeding  
experience completely.

Careful listening to 
mothers enables 
them to explore 
issues that might 
be influencing 
their decisions to 
breastfeed.



Babies born early
Many mothers feel very well supported initiating breastfeeding in special care 
units. Frequently, however, there is less support when they leave hospital. The 
babies often have a mixture of breastfeeding and formula milk and mothers 
may want to achieve their goal of fully breastfeeding but are anxious about 
a system in which babies are expected to be putting on sufficient weight 
to be discharged. It may enable this transition to encourage mothers to 
explore what they feel able to do in order to increase their breast milk supply, 
encourage their babies to take more from the breast and then, slowly, reduce 
the top-ups. 

Mothers are exhausted
We find it is common to be contacted by mothers who initially felt euphoric 
about the birth of their babies and spent the first few weeks well supported, 
then at about six weeks, hit a brick wall of exhaustion; they are searching for 
ways to manage their time more effectively and to feel less tired. Working with 
mothers to unpick their experiences, and explore their expectations and how 
these compare with reality, can help to normalise their experience of caring for 
two or three babies. We can also help them to consider ways of gaining more 
support, or to accept their situation as their new normal. NCT-trained Tamba 
peer supporters can share their experiences and those of other twin mothers: 
women consistently say that they feel better just knowing that what they 
experience is common amongst mothers of multiples.

Lack of research
There is very little research on what is most effective in supporting parents 
of multiples. The research that does exist demonstrates that breastfeeding 
twins and triplets in the right cultural environment and with effective support 
is possible.1 However, some parents of multiples discover that they are not 
being offered the same opportunities for breastfeeding support as parents 
of singletons. They may need to overcome the common assumptions that 
mothers will not be able to produce enough milk or that it will be ‘too much’ 
for a mother to breastfeed her babies. This can often be the case with twins 
and even more so with triplets. Yet most mothers of multiples still want to 
breastfeed and want to be supported to achieve their breastfeeding goals. 
Believing it is possible, and conveying that belief to parents, without losing 
sight of the challenges is central to effective support for parents of multiples.

Information about contacting Tamba  
peer supporters
NCT trained Tamba breastfeeding peer supporters, all of whom have 
breastfed twins, can be contacted by e-mail at tambabreastfeeding@
gmail.com; one of the team will respond within 36 hours or sooner. 
They will offer the choice of speaking via phone, email, text or instant 
messaging, whichever the mother prefers.
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Further Information
I have created a padlet of information to share with parents of multiple 
birth babies alongside a padlet of other breastfeeding information covering 
the usual range of topics. See the following link:  
https://padlet.com/janet_rimmer_nct/breastfeeding_multiples

For parents expecting twins or multiples, NCT runs a bolt-on ‘Twins and 
Multiples Workshop’ for those who have attended a regular NCT antenatal 
class. For qualified practitioners working with parents, there is also an NCT 
‘Twins and Multiples Facilitation Study Day’. For more details see  
http://bit.ly/twins_and_multiples
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